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Abstract
A large number of case studies in developing countries provide evidence that the adverse impacts of
large hydropower dams have fallen disproportionately on the affected communities, despite the
environmental- and social impact assessments that have been conducted to overcome these injustices.
However, the reality remains that many affected communities have impoverished over time as a result
of hydropower development as they lost (access) to important natural resources. It seems that impacted
people have been unable to influence the course of these projects in their favor. However, political
reactions from below, and how they come into being, are still an underexplored dimension of
contestations over natural resources. Often studies focus on if resistance is taking place and how (e.g.
Athayde, 2014). Hence, there is a lack of focus on how these responses have come into being and are
shaped by (inequal) power relations, which can help to understand the seeming absence of resistance
and claim-making among impacted people. This study, based on extensive four-month ethnographic
research, studies one of these projects - the Bujagali hydropower dam in Uganda - and is concerned with
how the political agency of impacted people is shaped over time in the context of the project, and how
this has informed the seeming absence of resistance towards the project.
Analyses of the gathered data have shown that the abilities of people to make claims were heavily shaped
by (existing) power relations, sometimes even without people’s awareness. As this study takes a
longitudinal perspective, it shows how the decisions and acts of people in the beginning stages of the
project were heavily influenced by the national government. Through manipulation, the internalization
of the promoted development discourse and intimidation through speech, impacted people did not act
and recognize themselves as claim-making subjects. However, this study also showed that people can
over time learn about their new position as ‘impacted people’ as they engage with new actors that made
them aware of their rights. As such, they were able to make claims about their matters of importance.
Hence, it shows that political agency is not merely a strategic act, and based on one’s abilities to act
strategically or deploy strategic actions, but is based on the subjectivities that are created through power
relations. In development projects, it can therefore not be assumed that people can make-claims if
established avenues to do so are put in place. People’s experiences of power are crucial for their claimmaking practices.
Therefore, this study calls for more attention for and research on people’s experiences of power in large
development projects, as well as in the international realm of (hydropower) development. Only by
recognizing and developing an understanding of this, we can work towards constructively creating
influence of impacted people in large-development projects and decrease their burdens.
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1. Introduction
A large number of case studies in developing countries provide evidence that the adverse impacts of
large hydropower dams have fallen disproportionately on the affected communities (e.g. (Baghel &
Nüsser, 2010; Fearnside, 2016; Kirchherr & Charles, 2016), despite the environmental- and social
impact assessments that have been conducted. Such assessments should provide for adequate and fair
compensations and the inclusion of people in decision-making processes. However, the reality remains
that many affected communities have impoverished over time as a result of hydropower development
as they lost (access) to important natural resources (Tilt, Braun, & He, 2009). How is it possible that
affected people are subject to unjust treatment, and why does it seem that they are not able to influence
the course of such large-scale development projects in their favor?
As the rich critical agrarian studies literature has shown, the objective existence of unjust
treatment or exploitation of poor people does not automatically translate to affected social groups
mobilizing and engaging in contentious politics – otherwise we should have already seen a conflagration
of uprisings against land grabbing practices or large-scale development projects worldwide (Borras &
Franco, 2013). So what explains the reactions from affected people when claims are made on important
(natural) resources, caused by large-scale development projects? These political reactions from below
are still an underexplored dimension of contestations over land (Borras & Franco, 2013). Often studies
focus on if resistance is taking place and how (e.g. Athayde, 2014). This leaves other possible responses
towards large-scale development projects such as compliance, support or passiveness underexplored.
Hence, there is a lack of focus on how these responses have come into being and are shaped by (inequal)
power relations. Studies that do focus on power relations are often based on a political ecology
perspective. These studies give insight in how the power of different actors influence the course of a
project, but do not specifically focus on how affected communities experience these powerplays and
how this influences their claim-making. However, by studying power relations from the experiences of
impacted people, we can gain insight in why people often do not strongly resist the introduction of largescale development projects in their area. Hence, we can gain an understanding of why people seem to
be unable to influence the course of large-scale development projects in their favor. Furthermore,
studying the people’s experiences of power gives nuance to the interplay of power games within largescale development projects.
While studying the experiences and reactions of people and peoples affected by for example
land deals, or big infrastructural projects, we cannot take them for granted. Although there is a strong
tendency to assume a priori by many academics, rather than to demonstrate, that political subjects have
a homogeneous character, this does not have to be the case (Borras & Franco, 2013). Moreover, it is
important to take into consideration context-specific and historically shaped power relations that can
largely influence the responses of people and their participation in consultation processes and decisionmaking processes.
Therefore, this thesis aims to contribute to an understanding of how people affected by largescale development projects experience their abilities to make claims about their matters of importance
– referred to in this thesis as ‘political agency’ – that have been put at stake as a result of these projects.
These matters of importance can range from their lands, their houses, income-generating activities to
social- and cultural activities. In other words, their ways of life. To gain an understanding of the political
agency of people it is crucial to understand on the one hand if people have been offered opportunities to
participate in decision-making processes. However, having the opportunity to participate does not
automatically translate to people voicing their concerns and decreasing the burdens for people impacted
by projects. This perspective simplifies a complex reality. To gain a better understanding of how the
responses of people come into being, we have to study how they have experienced power relations and
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how this shaped them as a subject of development projects. People’s experiences of power influence
their choices, decisions and the rights that they ascribe themselves to make claims. In other words; it
shapes a certain subject position from which they see the world, and from which they produce their
responses. Such a perspectives takes into account that not only enlarging the opportunities for people to
make claims, or involving them better in decision-making processes, automatically translates into better
opportunities for claim-making. This adds to the literature on political agency and political reactions
from below towards land grabbing and contestations over resources that are caused by large-scale
development projects. Consequently, it contributes to an understanding of why impacted people are
disproportionally affected by large-scale development projects, even though their room to influence the
course of the project might be accounted for at the start of a project, as well as compensations. or should
be present according to written policies and accountability mechanisms.
The problem statement of this thesis is therefore twofold: 1) there is persisting focus on what
type of resistance affected people undertake, rather than on focusing on what responses are produced 2)
there is a lack of research on the subjectivities of affected people by large-scale development projects
which could help to understand how their lack of influence is produced. To study this topic, an extensive
four-month ethnographic research was conducted in the context of the Bujagali hydropower dam in
Uganda between November 2018 and February 2019.
The case study – the Bujagali hydropower project
The Bujagali hydropower project in Uganda is the case-study of this thesis and provides for studying
the political agency of people impacted by this project as it was shaped over time. The Bujagali
hydropower dam is a 250MW hydropower plant, located on the river Victoria Nile in the central region
of Uganda, approximately eight kilometers downstream (i.e. north) of the town Jinja. The project was
undertaken as a Public Private Partnership between the Government of Uganda and several investments
banks, of which the World Bank Group, the European Investment Bank and the African Development
Bank were the largest. Two different hydropower companies - AES Nile Power and Bujagali Energy
Limited – have featured in the development of the Bujagali hydropower dam in Uganda.
The project is named after the Bujagali Falls that used to be located on the river and attracted
tourism, close to where the dam is placed. The construction of the hydropower dam further had an effect
on the course of the river, as well as on its width. Due to the creation of the reservoir of the dam, the
(agricultural) lands along the river were flooded as the shores expanded land-inwards. Moreover, the
fauna in the river changed due to the changed current of the river leading to decreasing amounts of
(eatable) fish. Many more impacts were indicated during this research, including impacts on cultural
and social activities. Amongst those directly affected by the dam are 8,700 individuals, or 1,288
households. The affected people are in official documentation defined as people who lost (parts) of their
lands and/or their houses. They were eligible for the different compensation packages, and were offered
the choice between 1) compensation in the form of land or 2) cash compensation. Affected people that
had lost their entire plots of lands and houses were eligible for resettlement to a newly created village
“Naminya Resettlement” (Independent Review Panel, 2008; NAPE, 2014).
However, the project is characterized by many problems over the years ranging from corruption
investigations which led to the project being stalled for over four years, to local and international
environmentalist campaigning against the construction of the dam because of its supposed adverse
environmental and social impacts that were not accounted for. The project was firstly initiated in 1994,
but only finished in 2012 after what civil society called “eighteen years of controversy that delayed the
dam construction” (NAPE, 2014, p. 3). Investigations by the Inspection Panel (2008) of the World Bank,
the European Investment bank and the African Development Bank proved that their bank policies in
relation to compensation, consultation of the affected communities, and their participation in decisionmaking processes were not adhered to. What is striking though, is that large scale protests of the affected
2

communities were never reported, nor were any formal complaints lodged until 2007. This creates an
interesting starting point for the studying of political agency in this case study. Did affected people try
to make claims about the adverse impacts on their lives? Or were the voices of people not heard? Or did
they not voice any concerns and why so? Several reports have reported on the social impacts of the dam
and stated that affected people had limited opportunities to influence the course of the project
(Independent Review Panel, 2008; Inspection Panel, 2008; NAPE, 2014). However, studies into why
this was the case, taking a perspective in which political agency and subject positions are central, were
still absent. Therefore this ethnographic study gained insight into the political agency of impacted people
over the course of the project, by doing semi-structured interviews, participant observation, focus groups
discussion and informal talks. The target group were the eight affected communities and the resettlement
village “Naminya Resettlement”.
Research objectives and research questions
The research objectives of this research is firstly to give insight in how subjectivities and political agency
of local people are produced by large-scale development projects over time. Moreover, it is to give
insight in the under-researched experiences of local people on their room for manoeuvre within largescale development projects. Rather than researching what the responses of local people are and how
they are expressed, I focus on how local people experience their subject position as impacted people and
what this produces in terms of responses and political agency. Rather than portraying agency as seen
from a behaviorist perspective, I take into account that power relationships can heavily shape the
rationalities of impacted people through discursive practices and therefore shape their agency. This gives
room to unravel how power influences the room for manoeuvre for people, rather than merely explaining
this through the appearance of opportunities for claim-making. Moreover, this case study also allows
for a longitudinal perspective on political agency and subject positions, as the initiation of the project is
more than twenty years ago. This creates room to study the reflections of people on their subjectivities
and political agency over time. Moreover, I can study the contingent nature of subject positions and how
people might learn over time about their position through different events and experiences.
The following main research question have been formulated:
How is the political agency of people impacted by the Bujagali project shaped over time in the
context of, and influenced by, the project, and how has this informed (the absence of) claimmaking?
Based on my analysis, I identified three different stages over the course of the project, which all mark
experiences and events that influenced and shaped the subject position as well as the political agency of
impacted people. Therefore, the thesis consists out of three empirical chapters which will address those
three different stages being 1) the introduction of the Bujagali project to the affected communities 2) the
execution of the compensation processes and the actual construction of the dam, and 3) the current
situation of affected people in 2018/2019. In these stages, different actors and their power relations with
the affected people have played important roles in shaping the subjectivity of impacted people. The
relations that were crucial in these stages are discussed correspondingly in the chapters, as they heavily
influenced the abilities of impacted people to act politically over time. As a result, the thesis is
chronological written and the sub questions have been formulated as follows:
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1. How did people experience and respond to the introduction of the Bujagali project in their area?
2. How have impacted people enacted their political agency during the execution of the Bujagali
project?
3. How do impacted people currently deal with their outstanding claims and the continuous effects
of the Bujagali project on their lives?
The sub question gives insight in how claim-making of impacted people was prevented during the
introduction of the Bujagali project by the national government of Uganda and how they executed their
power over the impacted people in different ways. This created an acquiescent subject. The sub question
zooms in how impacted people started to enact their political agency, as their subjectivity changed
through their experienced dispossession and a new ally, or so-called ‘supporting other’, entered the
scene. This made that the impacted people started to act as strategic subjects, and recognized themselves
as claim-making subjects. Though this was prevented earlier. The last sub question unravels how
impacted people currently deal with their outstanding claims and continuous episodes of land claims
that are produced by the Bujagali project. As became will become clear, the subjectivity of impacted
people can be described as navigating. Within every sub question attention is given to important notions
that derived from my analysis and which I have identified as follows: 1) the rights that impacted people
ascribe themselves as impacted people, 2) the reference point for their claims and 3) recognition of their
claims (by the actor that has been identified as reference point in a certain moment in time).
Thesis structure
The remainder of this thesis has the following structure: in chapter two the theoretical and analytical
framework that underpin this thesis are discussed. In chapter three I discuss the historic and sociopolitical landscape which surrounded the Bujagali project, and give further insight in how the Bujagali
project came into place. After having this background information, I discuss the research methodology
which includes an understanding of the target group, site selection and reflections and limitations to this
research. In chapter five, six and seven the formulated sub questions are discussed. I conclude by
discussing the evolving subject positions of impacted people over time, and how this has shaped their
political agency. As such, it is considered how power plays an important role in shaping the political
agency of impacted people, as well as their abilities to learn about their subject positions over time by
interacting with ‘supporting others’.
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2. Theoretical framework
In this chapter the main concept of this research – political agency – is unraveled. I start with
discussing how political agency unfolds in relation to large-scale development projects. It is discussed
how challenging matters of importance for people impacted by large-scale development projects can
result in claim-making practices to defend their stakes, and how the arenas of large-scale development
projects might create new opportunities for claim-making. This notion is given more depth by
discussing the different responses of people in relation to large-scale development projects, which
should not be taken for granted. Next, I conceptualize ‘political agency’ in order to use it as an
analytical lens for this research. To better understand how political agency is shaped, I introduce ‘the
subject’ and the influence of ‘power relations’ and how this relates to claim-making. I consider the
formation of a certain subject as crucial to gain an in-depth understanding of how claim-making might
come into being.

2.1 Unfolding political action in the context of large-scale development projects
When land deals, or large-scale development projects in which claims over resources are made, gain
momentum, they trigger complex political dynamics – expected and unexpected, intended and
unintended – within the state and in society (Hall et al., 2015). Such projects can put things of
importance at stake for local people, that were initially taken for granted. For example these projects
can suddenly challenge access to resources or challenge a certain way of life for local people. When
matters of importance are challenged or called into question, those involved have something at stake
in them (Häkli & Kallio, 2014). Hence, this becomes a political issue. These new stakes might create
reasons to act politically for local people, or in other words make claims over their matters of
importance. Claim-making can therefore be understood as the multiple ways in which people seek to
define and defend their stakes vis-à-vis others (Van der Haar, Van Leeuwen & De Vries, 2020, p.111)
(in the context of this research, stakes that are challenged as a result of the Bujagali project). As such,
´politics´ and the ´political´ relate to how it unfolds in the world around us and in the everyday lives of
people, and thus where ´people have a stake´. Studying politics from this point of view, rather than
only look for politics in conventional places and forms, gives insight in the political thought and
actions of people on a local level as well as relationships between political life in rural communities
and the political systems in which they are located (Kerkvliet, 2009).
The political system in which political life of people is located, can be (temporarily)
challenged and changed by large-scale development projects. Such projects attract a diverse range of
actors ranging from existing governmental institutions to new (international) actors. As a result,
established power dynamics might be challenged during large-scale development projects. It is argued
by Ferguson (2005) and Ferguson & Gupta (2008) that newly territorialized spaces by transnational
investment often create enclaves or usable spaces that operate quite differently than – and apart from –
state power. Hence, large-scale development projects claim territories in new ways that do not only
disempower but also create new, heterotopic spaces for competing claims by actors who can operate in
new arenas of contestation. This might also create new windows for people impacted by large-scale
development projects to enact their political agency. In conclusion, during large-scale development
projects matters of importance can be put at stake and produce reasons for people impacted by largescale development projects to act politically, while also (possibly) creating a space with new
opportunities for political acts.
As discussed, large-scale development projects might create new opportunities for claimmaking for people. However, the way in which people and peoples affected by for example land deals,
5

or big infrastructural projects, respond and act cannot be taken for granted. In early media reports
though, as well as in activist and academic discussions, it was assumed that people and communities
who were involved in contestations over resources by large-scale development projects or land deals
either engage in ‘resistance’ as unified resisters or are ‘passive victims’ (Hall et al., 2015).
Alternatively, various researches have shown that this dichotomy of domination versus rebellious
resistance is narrowed and what happens on the ground is far more varied and complex (e.g. White et
al., Wolford et al., Edelman, Oya, & Borras as cited in Hall et al., 2015). Political agency can take
various forms; it is about the subject’s action in a given situation when a matter of his or her
importance is at stake. Political agency can therefore be understood as a claim-making agency.
Activity and passivity of a subject could be seen as equally possible responses, without activity
necessarily having to be class action or active rebellion. Particularly, by focusing on political agency
in everyday life, we can better understand what the process of building politics looks like from the
grassroots level.
On grassroots level, many protests and actions might go unseen, unrecognized and unreported.
They might be overlooked or dismissed as insignificant, though they can be of meaning and a sign of
resistance on a local level (Scott, 1985). This (partly) explains why the reported protests emerging in
cases of large-scale development projects are far fewer than the actual deals themselves (Borras &
Franco, 2013). These overlooked or unseen actions are what Scott (1985) defines as “everyday
resistance”, where village norms and charitable practices might change the processes that are
threatening the livelihoods of people. O’Brien (1996) complements this view by introducing the
concept of “rightful resistance”, in which people use institutions to make their claims and are not
necessarily. Rightful resisters use the instruments of domination and existing channels to go against
the dominating actors, and turn these instruments to new purposes, rather than openly protesting. It
involves detecting the weak points in a façades of power. Forms of resistance as “everyday resistance”
and “rightful resistance” indicate that political agency can be enacted in different ways. Moreover, by
focusing on how political agency unfolds in the lives of people impacted by large-scale development
projects, we can better understand what the process of building politics looks like from the grassroots
level. To not overlook such forms of resistance, it is important to do ethnographic research in order to
reveal the possibly many small and subtle acts as forms of resistance.
In this section, political action in relation to large-scale development projects and how it may
come into being have been discussed. It is also discussed that the responses of people impacted by
large-scale development projects should not be taken for granted. A next step is to understand how and
why the responses, and possible claim-making, of people impacted by large-scale development
projects come into being. For this, I use the concept of “political agency” as an approach to this
research.

2.2 Conceptualizing political agency
In order to use political agency as an analytical lens for this research, it is important to gain a further
understanding of political agency as a concept, as there are diverging ideas about what political agency
means in academic debates. Therefore, I shortly discuss the different perspectives on political agency,
the possible shortcomings of such conceptualizations and my own perspective on political agency.
In many theories political agency is explained as active rebellion. In the radical tradition,
political agency is seen as the capacity to take part in the struggle to define the modalities of life in
common, stressing the conflictual dimension of politics (Kallianos, 2013). Moreover, this idea is often
linked to an understanding of political agency in relation to participation in social movements.
However, this understanding only focuses on a part of political agency – the conflictual dimension –
and ignores the plurality of political agency as discussed before (e.g. forms of everyday resistance).
6

Another example that only focuses on a part of political agency stems from the post-politics
perspective that casts political agency solely as a revolutionary act (Beveridge & Koch, 2016). Hence,
it portrays political acts as inherently in opposition to agencies within actually existing politics. This
narrows down the meaning of political agency, and excludes acts that are for example institutionalized
(e.g. rightful resistance).
In the liberal/rational-choice approach, political agency is understood as the strategic capacity
to coordinate with others in order to have one’s own predetermined preferences adopted by the
political system (Koremenos, Lipson & Snidal, 2001). This understanding focuses on people as “free
agents”, able to make rational choices for themselves and society. It portrays agents as rational
thinkers making the most strategic choices. However, this assumption might give a flawed
visualization of reality. Enacting political agency does not necessarily have to be a coordinated act by
a group but can be an individual act as well, or any type of planned or unplanned action. This can be
illustrated with an example stemming from the Arab spring revolution. The unforeseen death of
Mohammed Bouazizi, a man who set himself on fire in the streets in Tunisia, is now undeniably seen
as an enormous influence on the Arab spring revolution and induced political mobilization. However,
the act of Bouazizi was only enacted by himself, without him knowing in advance what effects his act
would have and therefore could not be necessarily called a ‘strategic choice’, or a ‘coordinated act’.
Though, his act could be seen as a form of agency in itself, assuming that nobody would set himself on
fire for nothing. He felt a sense of wrong in his life, by not being respected as a street vendor and acted
upon this. Later on, this mobilized others to organize themselves in group action. It shows how
political agency can be enacted by individuals, by groups and situated as planned and unplanned
actions. This broader idea of political agency is what Häkli & Kallio (2014, p.181) include in their
definition, derived from several academic readings:
“individual and collective, official and mundane, rational and affective and human and nonhuman ways of acting, affecting and impacting politically”.
This definition, however, focuses merely on the ways in which political agency can be enacted, and
does not include how these ways of acting, affecting and impacting politically come into being. In
other words, it does not include how people experience their abilities to act, affect and impact
politically. Hence, questions about how people experience their possibilities to undertake actions, that
might lead to certain responses (which can range from activity to passivity), are not being asked.
Though, including this could give a more in-depth understanding of how claim-making comes into
being, and could help to explain why resistance is present or not. Therefore I suggest a broader
definition of political agency:
“The abilities of individuals, groups and collectives to make claims about their matters of
importance, in any kind of form”
This definition allows for a perspective that includes the influence of power relations on the abilities of
people to make claims, which can happen consciously or possibly unaware. It includes a broader
perspective of political agency, rather than portraying it merely as ‘strategic agency’. It considers how
the choices and claim-making of the subject are shaped by power relations (Nyenyezi Bisoka, Giraudb
& Ansoms, 2020). To further deepen an understanding of such a perspective I discuss political agency
in relation to (the making of) ‘the subject’, ‘power relations’ and ‘claim-making’. This helps to
understand how people perceive themselves and their abilities to make claims, how they come to
recognize themselves as potential claim-making subjects and how the recognition of a significant other
influences claim-making opportunities.
7

2.3 Unravelling political agency: the subject and power relations
The making of the political subject
It is argued by Ringmar (1996) that “only as someone can we have interest in something”. I use this
phrase as a starting point for understanding what ‘the subject’ is. Hence, ‘the subject’ is not simply a
synonym for “person”; instead the term captures the possibility of being a certain kind of person
(Heyes, 2010). As a person, you can have multiple affiliations, and are different selves within each of
them. For instance, in the context of the Bujagali project people that are impacted by the dam are
“impacted people”, but also still have other affiliations relating to gender, religion etcetera.
Subjectivity is then a philosophical term to describe a possibility for lived experience within a larger
historical and political context (Foucault, 1984). I approach subjectivity and the political subject as a
‘sense of self’ in this thesis, as I approach political agency from the experiences with power of people
impacted by the dam and their abilities to make claims.
As argued before, when matters of importance of actors are put at stake, it becomes a political
issue for them. In such a case, an actor enters into a relationship with an authority that challenges these
matters of importance. This is where the making of a certain ‘subject’ begins, which is therefore
inherently connected to power. The relationship with such an authority might find it roots in a sociohistoric context, and can already be shaped by previous interactions. Within studies on land issues and
contestation over natural resources, it is often implicitly considered that the subject involved in power
games are strategic actors, fully conscious of their interests and developing strategies to maximize
their interests (Nyenyezi Bisoka, Giraudb & Ansoms, 2020). However, a Foucauldian approach allows
for another reflection upon the subject, for which it is important to understand how the making of the
subject comes into being. In this perspective, the ‘making of’ the subject is considered twofold: on the
one hand the creation of ‘the subject’ is produced and formed by disciplining powers, while on the
other hand the ‘subject’ is produced by the subject itself and how it perceives the self. It is not merely
the case that “ideas” or “perceptions” of self are given shape by power relations, but rather that those
selves become the selves that they are by virtue of their involvement within those relations (Foucault,
as cited in Tarver, 2011). As a result, the experiences of subjects with those powers can influence their
choices and decisions, up to the point that they are influenced without the subjects’ awareness. This
can happen through internalization of a state-of-being in which existing power relations are
legitimized and seen as 'natural' and 'logical' (Nyenyezi Bisoka, Giraudb & Ansoms, 2020). This
influences how a subject might perceive oneself, and the rights that a subject ascribes oneself in
relation to claim-making about their matters of importance. In their research, Nyenyezi Bisoka,
Giraudb & Ansoms (2020) show that claims of ‘peasants’ therefore not always succeed, which they
argue is not necessarily the result of violent repression, or the inability of peasants to pursue their
strategies; it can also be the consequence of the fact that actors may not be able to locate their interests
because of the internationalization of a discourse that limits their margins of manoeuvre. This shows
that in order to comprehend claim-making in its complexity, one has to understand the underlying
power relations in actors’ strategies, but also the power relations that shape actors’ rationalities which
influences how a subject sees oneself. In this way, we are able to understand the deeper foundations of
how political claim-making comes into being, and the broader appearance or absence of certain forms
of resistance. Moreover, it can broaden the contemporary literature of human sciences engaging with
this debate – including anthropology, sociology, political science, law, etc. – that has laid focus on
strategic agency and approaching actors as self-conscious entities who are aware of the stakes
involved, and able to determine where their interests lie (Nyenyezi Bisoka, Giraudb & Ansoms, 2020).
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Subject positions
As a certain person, thus as a certain subject individuals have “to locate themselves in the position
from which the discourse makes the most sense”. Such a location provides a place for persons within
the structure of rights for those that use that repertoire (Foucault, 1982). Once having taken up a
particular position as one's own, a person inevitably sees the world from the vantage point of that
position and in terms of the particular images, metaphors, storylines and concepts which are made
relevant. In addition to this, I also argue in this thesis that subjects over time can learn about their
position as a certain subject, through past experiences and their engagement with other actors that
might influence their ´rationalities´ and perspectives on their subject position. In the case of the
Bujagali project, next to interpellant relationships that emerge between people impacted by the dam
and governmental institutions, they also emerge between impacted people and NGOs, companies and
international donors. These relationships co-exist and shift over time, might influence each other, and
are not all established at the same moment. These different actors might influence the learning of
people about new subjected positions that they might can take on and people can initiate a new
practice of politics that might favor their desires (Li, 2007). Recognition of such new positions by
subjects themselves, and of important authorities matter in this. Through such recognition of this
position, people gain voice and are able to address authorities. Simultaneously, through actions
subjects can support the recognition of their own rights (Lord, 2016) and re-shape their subject
position. However, there might be a gap between how individuals or groups recognize their subject
position, having certain rights, and the way in which they are actually addressed by an authority and
recognized in these rights. Not being a (fully) recognized subject, and not belonging, may deny a
legitimate opportunity for a person to make a claim. They may feel disrespected or experience serious
grievances.
Moreover, an important take is that the experiences of people with power, and their perceived
subject position are not similar among groups of people impacted by (the same) large-scale
development projects. There is a strong tendency to assume a priori by many academics, rather than to
demonstrate, that political subjects have a homogeneous character, though this does not have to be the
case (Borras & Franco, 2013). What is often seen is that academics in favor of large-scale land deals
generally assume that poor people want the opportunities that these deals are supposed to bring. On
the other hand, those opposed to these deals generally assume that if those same poor people would
know what they were really getting into, they would reject the project immediately. For both sides it is
possible to gather empirical evidence, so while neither side can be right, neither side can be wrong
either. However, this is creating a political impasse with serious analytical shortcomings (Borras &
Franco, 2013). Both these views have the implicit assumption that the affected communities have a
homogeneous nature and exist in homogeneous spaces. This also assumes that the things at stake for
the people inhabiting these spaces is very similar and their identities and aspirations for the future as
well. But as in every community, there are social differentiations and powerful actors that influence
the course of political action, leading in turn to different responses.

2.4 Discussing subjectivities in the context of large-scale development projects
In his research, Lord (2016) analyzes new kinds of subjectivity, agency and the increasingly complex
politics based on “project‐affected” identities at the frontiers of hydropower development in Nepal. He
gives an example of how ‘subjectivities’ can change over time as people learn about their subject
position in the context of the international arena involved in hydropower development. According to
him, ‘local’ people are increasingly aware of the scale of hydro-finance and their roles and rights
within the legal process of consultation and approval. This increasing awareness on their position as
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people who are impacted by hydropower development creates possibilities for claim-making. Being
labelled as “project-affected people” automatically grants them certain rights that are based on the
architecture of international conventions and agreements that relate to hydropower development, going
beyond the state level. By employing this identity as “project-affected people” strategically they are
empowered to make claims about their matters of importance based on these conventions and
agreements. Several researchers draw attention to the influence and functioning of such international
conventions and agreements on the eventual social impacts of hydropower development (see e.g.
Vanclay, 2016; Cernea, 2015; Zhaoa, Wub & Qia, 2020). Nonetheless, limited attention has been paid
in academic research to how people impacted by hydropower might use these international
conventions and agreements, to shape and create new opportunities for claim-making. Moreover, this
goes beyond academic readings in which “project-affected people” are situated as victims or resisters a
priori, without analyzing their (changing) abilities and attempts to make claims over time. Such a
perspective and a longitudinal approach, gives a better understanding of how subject positions are
constructed and why people respond in a certain way to large-scale development projects.
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3. Setting the scene
The Bujagali project and its controversies are embedded in a broader historic socio-political context
that shaped the course of the project. Therefore, in this chapter I give a short historic overview of the
politics in Uganda and discuss the discourses through which the Bujagali project was initiated and
legitimized. Moreover, I discuss the decentralization processes that were to secure and increase
democracy for Ugandan citizens. This contributes to setting the scene for understanding how the
subject positions of people impacted by the Bujagali dam are informed by previous interactions and
events with governmental institutions. At last, I discuss the social impacts of the Bujagali project and
the (inadequate) compensation processes. This gives insight in (part of) the matters of importance that
were put at stake for people impacted by the Bujagali dam, and not (fully) accounted for.

3.1 ‘Democracy’ in Uganda
Uganda is a presidential republic in which the President is both the head of State and of the
government. Next to this, the President holds executive power. The system is based on a democratic
parliamentary system with equal rights for all citizens over 18 years of age. However, the current
president - Yoweri Museveni - has been in power for over 30 years. The Parliament has amended the
Constitution several times by firstly removing the presidential limits in 2005 (Tripp, 2010) and by
removal of the previous upper age limit of 75 in 2017 (Nordea, 2020), to allow Museveni to continue
to reign. He thus will notably be able to seek a sixth term in February 2021. The elections that have
been held over the years are reported to be marked by government intimidations, arrests of opposition
leaders (Aljazeera, 2020), corruption, fraud, violence and other irregularities (Nordea, 2020 & Reuters,
2021). Moreover, for the first 10 years after becoming president, Museveni was never subjected to any
elections (Muhumuza, 2009). His argument was that it was necessary to first create a stable political
climate before having elections. Despite the Constitution1 that guaranteed that “the State shall be based
on democratic principles which empower and encourage the active participation of all citizens at all
levels in their own governance”, and focused attention on the separation of powers and other building
stones for an effective democracy, Museveni proved otherwise. The president insisted on a “no-party”
(a one-party) rule, claiming that only a system where candidates ran solely on individual merit could
preclude the return of dangerous political divisions rooted in ethnic differences (Izama & Wilkerson,
2011). However, it could also be seen as a time in which president Museveni could further consolidate
his power base. Only after 19-years, a constitutional referendum canceled the ban on multi-party
politics in 2005 (Muhumuza, 2009). Although it is argued that authoritarianism has softened under the
rule of Yoweri Museveni compared to the regimes of Idi Amin and Milton Obote, Tripp (2010) argues
that he only went as far with political reforms as he has felt he needed to in order to satisfy domestic
and donor pressures. Enormous constraints on civil and political liberties still persist today.
In contrast to these reports of corruption and fraud, President Museveni was ranked among the
“new breed” of African leaders, and Uganda was considered as a “beacon of hope” in Africa by the
former US secretary of state, Madeline Albright (Muhumuza, 2009) when he came into power in 1986
as part of the “National Resistance Movement” party. He came into power after the previous corrupt
and authoritarian regimes of Idi Amin and Milton Obote and presented far-reaching reformation plans
for the country. An important moment was during the swearing ceremony of Museveni, in which he
promised all Ugandans fundamental change: “No one should think that what is happening today is a
mere change of guard; it is a fundamental change in the politics of our country” (Muhumuza, 2009). In
1

Constitution of the Republic of Uganda (1995) - Uganda Constitutional Commission
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this ceremony, he set the first steps of gaining attention for his reformation plans for the country and the
creation of his image as a new type of African leader, contradicting the previous corrupt and
authoritarian regimes. His reformation plans were presented in the “Ten-point Programme of NRM”
(1986) which was written during the guerilla war by the National Resistance Army (NRA), from which
the political party NRM derived. This program included major populist reforms in the political system,
the national economy and security, with the aim to increase democracy and reduce corruption and have
a self-sustaining economy.
An important step to increase democracy in the country was the introduction of decentralization
policies. During the previous regimes, the local administration were mainly used as political instruments
(Lewis, 2014). To contradict this, the decentralization policies in Uganda aimed at improving local
democracy and democratic participation and effectiveness, efficiency and sustainability in the delivery
of essential services country-wide (Lewis, 2014). They were accordingly legislated under the Local
Government Act of 1997, as a framework act directing the decentralization process (Lewis, 2014).
Improved service delivery was in turn expected to make significant positive impact on people’s quality
of life (Ssonko, 2013). Moreover, it was also implemented to render civil servants more accountable to
elected leaders and counteract corruption and elite domination.
Thereby, the governments in Uganda have been divided into the central government and the
local government. The local government consists of a five-tier local council structure, with the district
level (referred to as LC5) as the largest, most powerful level of local government. This is followed by
the county level (LC4), the sub-county level (LC3), the parish level (LC2), and the village level (LC1)
(Lewis, 2014, p.578). The LC-system combines a number of intergovernmental functions, including
passing information and orders from the center downwards, democratizing and legitimizing local
government, and channeling support upwards from the people by promoting local participation (Lewis,
2014, p. 578). The affected area of the Bujagali dam covers two district levels: Jinja district on the East
bank of the river Nile, and Buikwe district on the west side of the Nile.
The local council structure is run by elected councilors, alongside appointed administrators and
service provision personnel in domains such as infrastructure, education, agriculture and health. Every
district council and its sub-county equivalent is headed by a chairperson and an executive committee
whose members are responsible for overseeing the provision of specific services by the civil servants
employed in each sector. The village levels and parish levels are headed by chairpersons, who are
assisted by executive committees, but do not have specific service delivery functions or responsibilities,
as they do not manage budgets for this purpose (Ssonko, 2013). The two levels are responsible for
ensuring that higher levels of local government deliver the services for which they are respectively
responsible, to ensure upwards accountability. Members of the community who may be unhappy with
the quality of certain services can address their grievances to the chairperson of their village. During the
Bujagali project the chairpersons were appointed a similar (extra) function; to ensure accountability of
the project developers and to voice and discuss grievances of the impacted people with these project
developers.
However, it is widely debated over the years if the decentralization policies have delivered its
presumed benefits of democratization and participation in Uganda (Green, 2010; Lewis, 2014; Ribot,
2002; Ssonko, 2013; Trip, 2010). According to Tripp (2010), the local councils in Uganda are in fact
key instruments for supporting the patronage machinery in the country, resulting in a support for
governmental projects, while many outside observers and development agencies – such as the World
Bank – characterize the local councils in Uganda as an expression of popular democratic participation.
Over the years, the local government has have an increased loss of fiscal control to the central
government (90– 95% of districts’ revenues come from central government transfers and are mostly
constrained budgets (Lewis, 2014), which is causing a mismatch with the needs for certain services at
the local level and the actual implemented projects in an area. Next to this, a weak local administrative
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capacity has contributed to the central government’s reclaiming of authority. Moreover, there has been
an increased control over numerous district-level positions of employment by the national political
power of the NRM, which also increased over the years by the creation of new districts. This has
supposedly created an expansive patronage network favoring the increasing consolidation of national
political power under the NRM (Green, 2010; Lewis, 2014; Tripp, 2010). The presence of these possible
patronage systems at the village level could hinder the possibilities for its citizens to freely express their
grievances and concerns in general, and therefore also for grievances and concerns about the Bujagali
project.

3.2 The articulation of a ‘development discourse’ and the introduction of the Bujagali dam
When the reformation plans were introduced by the NRM in 1986, development was articulated as a
part of a bigger agenda of nation-rebuilding (Hickey, 2013; NRM, 1986). Although Museveni was
originally a student of Marxist’s ideas, the shattered economy of Uganda could financially not provide
for his ideas for reforming the country (Muhumuza, 2009). Therefore, in order to access funds of the
World Bank and the IMF he had to pursue neo-liberal economic and democratic reforms. The rationale
to reach development was created mostly by foreign donors and based on the idea that economic growth,
especially in the agricultural sector, would result from liberalization and privatization of the market so
that international investors and companies could be attracted (Bhiigwa et al., 2005). Hence, a new
development discourse was starting to be articulated. However, it was not as straightforward as it
seemed. During most of the 1990’s half of the state budget was depending on foreign aid and donors
were largely influencing the government’s policy direction (Hickey, 2013). Moreover, during the 90’s,
Uganda had a lack of electricity supply which became more acute over the years. In 1995, More than
90% of the country’s population did not have access to electricity. During this time, their was a dominant
international discourse on hydropower among others donors such as the World Bank that legitimized
large hydro as clean, reliable and affordable and positioned dam development as the only “moral
alternative to fossil fuel-based electricity” (Fletcher, as cited in Huber & Joshi, 2015 p.13). As Uganda
was largely depending on foreign aid and donors, they were starting to articulate hydropower
development as an important step to eradicate poverty in the country. A trend was started of transitioning
to renewable energy. It was in light of these political developments that the Bujagali project was first
introduced in 1994. This trend and the link between hydropower and poverty eradication continued over
the years, and was displayed in other national development frameworks, such as the “Poverty
Eradication Action Plan” (1997) and the “Vision 2040” that was published in 2007. In the latter vision
hydropower development was articulated as one of the developments that have to contribute to a
“transformed Ugandan society from a peasant to a modern and prosperous country within 30 years”
(p.3).
When the Bujagali dam was introduced, it became part of the broader development scheme of
the government and presented as one of the National Core Projects for Development (IMF, 2014). Its
main objectives were 1) to achieve the lowest-cost power generation for domestic use in an
environmentally sustainable and efficient manner and 2) to promote growth, and mobilize private capital
by promoting private sector ownership and management of the power sector, and sector reform (Centre
for Public Impact, 2017). This articulation by the national government of Uganda as well as by the
World Bank, made it seem as the only viable option to overcome the lack of electricity supply, while
encouraging growth for the national economy and for citizens by being able to access low-cost energy.
In other, the Bujagali project was present as the lowest cost “technical solution” to increase production
in the country and reduce poverty. Such an approach could be seen as what Ferguson (1994) calls the
“anti-politics machine”, in which technical solutions are found for political issues that are narrowed
down to technical problems, while ignoring complex political and structural causes of poverty, class,
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inefficiency and corruption. By doing so, it segregates development practice from deeply entrenched
politics within and outside the state. As such, large-scale development projects such as the Bujagali
project are legitimized by displaying it as a simple ‘technical solution’ for complex social issues. The
introduction of the Bujagali project as such was in line with the dominant international discourse of
hydropower development.

3.3 The development of the Bujagali Project
The project was financially supported by several development banks being the World Bank Group, the
European Investment Bank and the African Development Bank. In 1999, the Government of Uganda
commissioned US-based AES Nile Power (AESNP) to build and operate the Bujagali hydropower
dam as well as the corresponding transmission lines (Mayrhofer & Mersmann, 2016). The company
completed economic, social and environmental assessments, and had resettled families and
communities earlier in 2001. In the same year, Ugandan civil society organizations and international
NGOs submitted a claim to the Inspection Panel (IP) of the World Bank Group about their concerns
regarding the Bujagali dam. The Inspection Panel duly investigated civil society concerns and made a
recommendation in 2002. The Panels’ investigation found AESNP to have performance shortfalls in
the dam implementation in relation to social, economic and environmental aspects, including evidence
of corruption and failure of financial disclosure to the World Bank Group. As a result, AESNP
withdrew from the project before the construction started (NAPE, 2014). The project was stalled but
again discussed in 2005. During this time it was decided that the hydropower dam and its according
transmission lines were separated into two different projects: The Bujagali hydropower project (BHP)
and the Bujagali Interconnection Project (BIP). The dam project was revived through a public-private
partnership. A new consortium was formed by Sithe Global Power (US-based) and The Aga Khan
Fund for Economic Development’s Industrial Promotional Services Division. Together, they formed
Bujagali Energy Limited (BEL). BEL became responsible for the construction of the dam, running the
dam, and owns the plant for a 30-year concession period before transferring it to The Government of
Uganda. BEL also managed the construction of approximately 100 kilometers of transmission lines on
behalf of the Uganda Electricity Transmission Company Ltd (UETCL) – a state-owned enterprise.
The construction of the dam started in 2007 and was supposed to be finished in three years, but was
finally finished in 2012.
According to civil society the dam development under BEL was fast-tracked resulting in many
shortcuts taken and ignoring outstanding concerns about the project (NAPE, 2014). In 2007 civil
society together with communities impacted by the project filed complaints at the Inspection Panel of
the WB and at the Independent Review Mechanism of the AfDB in which environmental concerns,
inadequate compensation and outstanding compensation issues were raised. However, before these
inspection panels published their reports, the WB, AfDB and the EDB approved their financing for the
project anyways. The project received loans of approximately USD 630 million (Mayrhofer &
Mersmann, 2016). Moreover, the Government of Uganda signed the agreement with BEL to construct
the project in 2007 before Parliament approved the government’s obligation as required by law
(NAPE, 2014). During this time, the Government of Uganda legitimized the ‘fast-tracking’ of the
project based on the discourse of hydropower development: it was promoted as the most viable option
to overcome electricity insufficiency and reduce poverty. Large scale protests of the affected
communities were however never reported and formal complaints were only lodged from 2007
onwards. Several of the complaints have been resolved through mediation and concessions given to
the complainants, however some cases are still unresolved until date.
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3.4 Social impacts of the dam and compensation processes
The Bujagali hydropower dam is a 250MW hydropower plant, located on the river Victoria Nile in the
central region of Uganda, approximately eight kilometers downstream (i.e. north) of the town Jinja (see
figure 1). It was named after the Bujagali Falls that used to be located on the river, near to the dam.
According to the resettlement studies that were respectively conducted in 2001 and in 2006, the “projectaffected persons” by the BHP and the BIP equals 13,760 individuals, or 3,190 households. According,
a total of 8,700 individuals were directly affected by the dam (or 1,2888 households) (ESG International
Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001). They were indicated through the social- and environmental impact
assessments that were executed in name of AESNP, as well as the corresponding ‘community and
development action plan’ (ESG International Inc. et al., 2001; ESG International Inc. & WS Atkins
Intern, 2001). AESNP was responsible for the compensation processes. The people affected by the
project are referred to as “Project Affected Persons” and defined as “persons who lost assets as a result
of the project, whatever the extent of the loss; lost assets may be land, structures, crops, or a combination
of these three” (ESG International Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001; R. J. Burnside International Limited
et al., 2006). The total surface of affected land by the dam was 238 hectares. In total, the affected area
covered eight villages (see figure 2). These villages are located in two governmental districts, being
Jinja district and Buikwe district. The four affected villages on the West side of the Nile in Buikwe
district are: 1) Kikubamutwe 2) Malindi 3) Buloba 4) Naminya (referred to in this thesis as the affected
area on the ‘West side of the Nile’). On the East side of the Nile, in Jinja district, four villages were
affected as well, being 1) Bujagali 2) Namizi 3) Kyabirwa and 4) Invunamba (referred to in this thesis
as the ‘East side of the Nile’).
Of the total of “Project Affected People” by the dam, 85 households were eligible for
resettlement. They mostly lived along the river shores of the village Kikubamutwe on the West side of
the river, and in the village Namizi on the East side of the river. This area was needed for the
(construction) site of the Bujagali dam, the reservoir of the dam, the Switchyard and access roads (ESG
International Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001, p.2). The shores of the river had to be flooded, thus
people’s houses and lands as well, including agricultural islands located on the river. Because people
had to be physically relocated from the project site, they were offered the choice between two types of
compensations: resettlement (in combination with cash compensation) or merely cash compensation
(ESG International Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001). In total, around 50 households of the 85 households
chose not to be resettled to the official resettlement location and only received cash compensation (ESG
International Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001, p.2). The remaining 35 households that chose for
compensation in the form of resettlement were relocated to the up-hill village of ‘Naminya Resettlement’
(see figure 2). On this site, AESNP had built 37 identical houses for the families to live (NAPE, 2014).
However, the company pulled out of the project before completing the implementation of the
resettlement plan. According to interlocutors residing in the village, already half of the originally
resettled families have left the village due to the inadequacy of the houses and the infertile lands in the
village. Currently, some houses are vacant and others are resided by people from elsewhere.
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Figure 1: Location of the Bujagali dam.
Source: Map design unit of the World Bank (2008).

Figure 2: Map of the Bujagali dam and the impacted villages.
Source: Map design unit of the World Bank (2008).

The people and families who lost parts of their lands, but not their houses and therefore did not have to
be physically relocated, were offered the choice between two types of compensation as well: cash
compensation or compensation in the form of land (Independent Review Panel, 2008; National
Association of Professional Environmentalist, 2014). In 2008, the report of the Inspection Panel of the
WB gave insight in how the project had fallen short in terms of social impacts (Inspection Panel, 2008;
NAPE, 2014) including the following comments:
•

•

•

•
•
•

Lack of an adequate baseline assessment in the Assessment of Past Resettlement
Activities and Action Plan (APRAP) such as flawed sampling of stakeholders, flawed sample survey of
displaced persons’ livelihoods and standards of living, and carrying forward the shortcomings in the
original resettlement plan.
Shortcomings in the consultation process of people who had moved and had been compensated. It was
structurally flawed because it excluded the majority of displaced persons and limiting the scope of
consultations to previous commitments.
Unfulfilled promises made in the prior project and “incomplete or insufficient livelihood restoration
activities, leading to potential hardship on certain categories of affected people.” Especially livelihoods
with regard to the loss of fishing and agriculture were inadequately restored. Many affected people also
believe that other promises made under the prior project were not kept.
Insufficiencies with the issuing of land titles.
No proper identification of vulnerable people, especially in the context of livelihood risks.
Failure to achieve sharing in project benefits and community development.

An example of community development that ‘failed’ was the construction of a market to utilize
income generating activities. It was constructed by BEL at the West side of the river, but is not used
by community members at it is – according to them – constructed in a place unsuited for trade and
market activities (interview, 09-01-2019). Moreover, it is only accessible for people on the West side
of the river, and is too far out of reach for people on the East side of the river and the resettlement
village. It has not been used until date (see figure 3) and still remains vacant. It is sometimes used in
the weekends for religious gatherings, according to community members of the village (15-01-2019,
interview).
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Figure 3: pictures of the vacant market building, constructed by the project developers.

The reports published by the EIB and the AfDB supported these findings, and moreover stated about the
resettlement processes that BEL failed to implement the promises about (communal) compensation that
were made to people, that the houses in the resettlement village were poorly constructed houses lacking
access to electricity and running water. Moreover, people were promised to have an in-house kitchen.
However this was never constructed, and as such people constructed a kitchen outside themselves (see
figure 4).

Figuur 4: pictures of Naminya resettlement. On the left an ‘outside’ constructed kitchen can be seen. On the right picture a
‘resettlement’ house as constructed by AESNP is showed.

To provide for an overview of the Bujagali project, I have included a timeline which was made by one
of the impacted people. This gives insight in the course of the Bujagali project from the perspective of
impacted people. As this person was an advocate for the communities in relation to the institutions
banks, it includes moments in which they staked claims at these institutions. However, the timeline is
made by a person that lives on the West side of the Nile, and is therefore just one of the many
perspectives on the course of the Bujagali project.
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Timeline (conversation, 12-01-2019):
- 1994
I was living with my parents. They owned plots of land which now has become the project area. Some parts
of the land were also on the islands in the river. I was a student.
- 1996
The project was introduced to the communities by the government. AESNP tested the water and land for the
project.
- 1997/2000
Our lands, crops and building structures were evaluated.
- 2001-2002
The compensation was paid to the communities.
- 2005
The new project developer was introduced to us: BEL.
- 2005
Request for the land for the transmission line was announced to the families who this concerned. This was the
first time that these families heard about this.
- 2006
We, the communities on the West side of the river requested NAPE for help.
- 2007
The construction of the dam started. The compensation of the Transmission Line was paid to the affected
people.
-2008
People (including me) went to court because of the poor compensation for the dam as well as for the
Transmission Line.
- 2010
We wrote to the CAO (ombudsman of the World Bank) about the poor compensation, the blasting during the
construction of the dam that caused damage to structures and other issues.
-2014
We went to mediation with the CAO and BEL to settle on the complaints.
- 2016
Extra compensation was paid to the people affected by the Transmission Line. But other issues remained
unresolved.
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4. Methodology
As is argued by Madden (2017): “ethnographers are social scientists who undertake research and writing
about groups of people by systematically observing and participating (to a greater or lesser degree) in
the lives of the people they study” (p. 1). He furthermore points out that being in the “same social space”
as the participants of the research is central (ibid.). Therefore I conducted ethnographic research in the
affected area of the Bujagali project between November of 2018 and February of 2019, in which I visited
the different villages affected by the Bujagali dam almost every day.
In this chapter I discuss how I have defined my target group and what terminology I use to refer
to the target group and why. Moreover, I discuss how I gained access to the field and selected the
research site. I further more reflect on my research methods and data collection. I conclude with
limitations of the research in different aspects and reflect on my positionality as a researcher.

4.1 Introduction
I believe that everybody has his own reasons for believing in something and therefore acting and reacting
according to his own reality (Jackson, 1998; Nordstrom, 2004). As I have researched subject position
and political agency, I see this as an important stance since it on the one hand assumes that all individuals
can have different experiential worlds and the research participants do not necessarily have a
homogenous character. On the other hand, it assumes that there are different realities for me to
understand in this research, and that my own realities influence me as a researcher and my research
findings. Neutrality as a researcher in my opinion is therefore impossible. I consider that I will never be
able to completely understand the point of view of another – or when in the field the “natives point of
view” – because of my own emotions, interpretations, background, western gaze and the knowledge that
I have acquired. Therefore, I tried to stay aware and conscious of my biases and prejudices throughout
every phase of my research. I did this by reflecting on my position as a research and stay aware of the
fact that I am (perceived as) a young, white woman from the Netherlands (on which I reflect in following
sections more in depth). Moreover, I took a flexible approach by following my instinct and my intuition
and tried to stay open for “(anthropological) surprises” (O’Reilly, 2012, p.182). Next to this, I tried to
stay as honest and open as possible while doing my research and in writing my analysis, and not act as
if I am detached from the thesis in general.

4.2 Target Group
My research is concerned with “people impacted by the Bujagali project”. Some questions stem from
such a description of which the answers should be discussed; who is defined as “people impacted” by
the project in this thesis, why do I use the term “impacted” and not “affected”. I have made several
considerations. Firstly, within this research I have focused on people directly impacted by the Bujagali
hydropower project. As discussed in chapter 3, the Bujagali project was split up into two projects after
it was revived in 2006: the Bujagali Hydropower project (BHP) and the Bujagali Interconnection Project
(BIP). Beforehand, I decided to focus on the BHP because the people who were impacted live in a
smaller geographical scope, rather than along the transmission lines that cover long distances through
Uganda. This research evolves around the topics for which an understanding of experienced power
relations, subjectivities and agency is needed. As such, it is important to gain access, develop trust
relationships and become familiarized with the research participants as these topics are not among the
surface. It requires time and attention to subtle details during conversations and observations. Therefore,
it was important to often be in the same research places in order to gather relevant data. Moving to
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different areas within four months would not contribute to the quality and depth of the research.
However, I soon noticed that in the villages that were affected by the BHP, also lived people that were
affected by the BIP (though less than by the BHP). People did not make a distinction between who was
affected by which project, but rather saw it as one project. Therefore, it felt unnatural to exclude these
people from the research, and I have also interviewed four people that were affected by the BIP, to gain
a better perspective. Though, when I refer to the ‘Bujagali Project’ in this thesis, I mainly refer to the
Bujagali hydropower project, as the largest part of my research participants were affected by this project.
However, who exactly was affected by the Bujagali Hydropower project is a debatable issue.
According to the resettlement studies that were respectively conducted in 2001 and in 2006, a total of
8,700 individuals were directly affected by the dam (or 1,2888 households) (ESG International Inc. &
WS Atkins Intern, 2001). They are referred to as “Project Affected Persons” and defined as “persons
who lost assets as a result of the project, whatever the extent of the loss; lost assets may be land,
structures, crops, or a combination of these three” (ESG International Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001;
R. J. Burnside International Limited et al., 2006). But as is argued in a later report of the Independent
review Panel of the African Development Bank in 2008, there was a lack of census data in the 2001 and
2006 resettlement studies. They both did not include the numbers of people who were to be economically
displaced by the Bujagali dam. Moreover, the definition that was used in the resettlement documentation
is mostly concerned with people living upstream of the dam, as they were the persons that lost “assets”
due to the created reservoir of the dam. Though, as is argued in many studies that have researched the
impacts of hydropower development (e.g. Okuku et al., 2006), people living downstream often
experience impacts of hydropower dams as well. The changed current of a river can influence the
ecological landscape and (access to) natural resources downstream, on which many people depend for
their livelihoods. Though also including people downstream who experienced aforementioned impacts
could give an interesting perspective on the synergy between exclusion, political agency and subject
positions, it is beyond the scope of this research (for similar reasons as discussed before). Moreover,
there might be other ‘unseen’ impacts that relate to cultural and social habits that take place along the
river. I do want to stretch that what I define as “people impacted by the Bujagali project” are not
necessarily all the people that have been impacted by the Bujagali project, in one way or another.
It is also necessary to further clarify why I use the term “impacted people” and what for. In
official documentation, the people who have lost (parts) of their lands and/or their houses have been
indicated as “Project Affected people” in the light of social- and environmental impact assessments by
the project developers, under the watchful eye of the investment banks (respectively the World Bank,
the European Investment Bank and the African Development Bank). In all related officials documents
this term is used. However, during my research I noticed that nobody was referring to themselves as
“Project Affected people” (barring unclarities or lost descriptions in translation). Whenever people
themselves referred to similar experiences among the communities or moments of group actions, they
used terms like “our/the community/communities” or “we/our”.
As this term is not used in the communities themselves, I refer them as “people impacted by the
project” or as “impacted people” to specifically refer to their subject position as such. Although the term
“impacted people” was not necessarily used by the research participants themselves, during talks and
interviews it became clear that throughout the project they experienced a certain position as people
impacted by the dam. This position changed over time as they ascribed themselves rights to (not) act in
a certain way and interacted with different actors throughout the project.
Moreover, I feel that this term better respects and reflects the sentiment of people, as their losses
are more than just ‘assets’ that were ‘affected’, which “Project Affected People” refers to. They
experienced a heavy impact on their way of live, their abilities to make claims etc. In this way, I make
a clear distinction between this. Moreover, ‘impacted people’ then not only refers to the category of
being “Project Affected People” and what it is documented it contains, but goes beyond this and gives
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room to include forms of ‘agency’ of people themselves since they can over time develop and learn new
ways of reflecting on this position and give it new meaning.

4.3 Access to the research field and site selection
The research was conducted in collaboration with two fellow students of Wageningen University and
Research. We all conducted research on the Bujagali project, all applying different perspectives and
research topics. The inspiration for choosing the Bujagali project was the Dutch NGO called ‘Both
ENDS’. We engaged with this organization to get a broader perspective on possible research topics that
could possibly be interesting for a broader public, such as civil society. Both ENDS is an environmental
human rights organization, focused on increasing the independence and control of local organizations
and communities worldwide. As such, they have also been supporting NGOs that worked to decrease
injustices within the Bujagali project. Over the years the attention of civil society for the project has
decreased as the project was already finished in 2012 and financial support ran out. Both ENDS was
therefore interested in the current experiences of people impacted by the dam, as time has passed and
not much has been reported about their current situation. I was drawn by the topic because several reports
have been published about the negative social- and environmental impacts of the Bujagali dam on the
lives of people, though reports on (seeming) resistance towards the project of people impacted by the
dam remain absent. I immediately started to wonder about why this was the case. Moreover, as the
construction of the dam was already finished, it gave the opportunity to gain a longitudinal perspective
on how people impacted by large-scale development projects experienced their abilities to make claims.
Next to this, it gave the opportunity to explore how people impacted by the dam currently feel about the
project and how it might still influence their lives. Is it a closed chapter for them, or do they still feel
that there are issues that they have the right to make claims about? These thoughts were the start of my
research into the political agency of people impacted by the Bujagali dam, and the seeming absence of
resistance throughout the project.
After our meeting, Both ENDS was able to connect us with NGOs in Uganda who have been
involved in the Bujagali project. They brought us in touch with the Ugandan NGO called the National
Association of Professional Environmentalists (hereafter referred to as NAPE) and with ‘Friends of the
Earth and Development’ (hereafter referred to as FED). These are organizations that have been actively
striving for the rights of impacted people and environmental impacts due to the Bujagali project. We
used these contacts as a first entry point to the research field. When arriving in Kampala, Uganda, these
NGOs gave us information about the scope of the Bujagali project and their perspectives on the project.
They have also provided us access to our research field by connecting us to impacted people living in
the affected area. Respectively, we gained contacts of two women who acted as my translators and made
me familiar with the different villages. One of them resides in Naminya Resettlement, and one of them
resides on the West side of the river. When I first went to the resettlement village and to the four villages
on the West side of the river with the translators, I was firstly introduced to the different village
chairpersons. This was a way of asking vocal permission to do our researches and visit the villages for
the next months. During our visit at NAPE in Kampala, I was already made aware that this is a cultural
custom that should be executed to show respect to the village chairperson and its communities.
As my translators resided in these parts of the impacted area, I first started with small talks,
observations and interviews here. In Naminya resettlement it was straightforward who was impacted by
the dam. In the other villages not all people were impacted, and therefore I had to rely more on the
snowball effect and the contacts of my translator. Moreover, sometimes by just walking around the
villages we started conversation with people we met along the way who we could ask about where
impacted people were living. As my research progressed, I started to visit the East side of the river as
well as one of my translators had a contact here. He was a (newly) elected village chairperson and
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brought me into contact with a man that spoke good English, and could translate/introduce me to people
impacted by the dam in his village. Namely, on the East side of the river a different but similar language
is spoken – Lusoga – whereas on the West side of the river the main language is Luganda. Through his
contacts, I was able to meet the village chairperson of another impacted village on the East side of the
river. He was in his turn able to introduce me to people impacted by the dam, in which the snowball
effect led again to other participants. As such and with my own initiative and suggestions, I was able to
conduct interviews with people in mainly two villages on the West side of the river, two villages on the
East side of the river and in the resettlement village. Though the setting and political leadership differ
in all the eight villages on the West- and East side of the river, I had to demarcate my research sites due
to time restrictions. By focusing on these four villages and the resettlement village I was able to gain
more in-depth information on the underlying structures and experiences of people, and become familiar
with people. As my research subjects are not directly ‘visibly observable’ but are sometimes sensitive
issues, this was very important. For example, returning to participants multiple time or having focus
group discussions. Moreover, as this gives way to remain the anonymity of the research participants, I
do not mention in which specific villages the research was conducted on West- and East side of the
river. During the research, I did not stay within the villages but travelled back and forth every day and
resided close to the town of Jinja. This give room to ‘step’ out of the field and reflect on the data. This
gave way to process thought and emotions that I felt I needed from time to time, as the subjects talked
about could be intense.

4.4 Research methods and data collection
The complexities occurring around large-scale development projects in which natural resources are
acquired, impacts on the way of live of people are made, and the social and political uniqueness of such
settings cannot be captured in one study alone. This thesis, however, can present common themes and
generate insights into the unique political and social setting that these project create for impacted people,
and how they have experienced their position to influence the course of the project. To generate these
insights it has been of crucial importance to use ethnography as a research method. As this research is
focusing on the perspectives of impacted people on their subjectivities and political agency over time,
it is essential to understand the social space of the impacted people and their motivations. In other words,
my study is “concerned with the meanings that people attach to their lives, how they think, act, and react
day by day” (Iyenda, 2007, p. 31).
As will become clear in the research, I detected differences between the different affected areas,
being Naminya Resettlement, the West side of the river and the East side of the river. In order to gain
an insight in all of the areas, I conducted 15 semi-structured interviews in Naminya Resettlement, 18 on
the West side of the river and 15 on the East side of the river. Therefore, all of these areas are discussed
in this thesis. Of these interviews, three were conducted with village chairpersons that are still in charge
and were during the Bujagali project. One village chairperson was interviewed who was in charge during
the Bujagali project but did not get re-elected in 2018. Moreover, two village chairpersons were
interviewed that were newly elected during the elections in 2018. Besides this, I also interviewed the
chairpersons of Jinja district as well as Buloba district (LC5). Interviews with actors that are part of the
local government were interviewed to broaden the view of the case study, incorporate diverging
perspectives and understand how they interact and shape the peoples’ experiences with the Bujagali
project. Moreover, I did multiple interviews with employees of NAPE at the beginning of the research
as well as towards the end of my research after I gained a better perspective of their role in the
communities, based on the experiences of people. I likewise did this with a former employee of NAPE,
who is now the director of “Friends of the earth and development”. In order to conduct the ethnographic
22

research I used a combination of various methods, being semi-structured interviews, informal talks,
participant observation and “go-along” for methodological triangulation (Janesick, 1998).
The participant observation method was firstly applied to understand the surroundings in which
the impacted people were living, how they interacted with it and how this shaped their daily lives. This
helped to ask questions about their daily activities and lives, how these changed as a result of the dam
and how they had imagined their lives to be after construction of the dam. This was a starting point to
understand what their claim-making is about. Moreover, participant observation gave me the
opportunity to observe how people interacted with authorities that were identified as influencing their
claim-making opportunities throughout the Bujagali project. Logically, I was only able to do this with
actors directly present in their communities. For example with the village chairpersons. A striking
example stems from one of my key informants, who – after we had built a trustful relationship – often
told me about the distrust she had in her village chairperson and his bad behavior. Simultaneously, she
did stick to culturally unwritten rules in which she ‘acknowledged’ him as her chairperson (such as
asking him permission, not sit on the same height as him, dress neatly etc.), which I could observe when
visiting. I will further elaborate on such seeming discrepancies and the relationship of community
members with their village chairpersons in chapters VI and VII.
The informal talks mainly served as a guidance tool at the beginning of my research, to discover
which topics and stages of the Bujagali project were important for people. Having small talks in informal
settings with respondents is a precondition for opening up communication between researcher and
respondent and enter into deeper or lengthier conversations. But more importantly, it may give access
to what really matters. The most subtle details about persons and phenomenon emerge from these talks
(Driessen & Jansen, 2013). Sometimes I “guided the conversations” (Hochschild, 2010) asking openended questions with topics that I thought would be interesting for my research, known as “free flowing”
(O’Reilly, 2012). However, I kept an open attitude throughout the time of my research and keep the
narrative with the research participants (Kusenbach, 2003). I did dozens of informal interviews which
naturally occurred as I was walking through the affected villages with my translators, when I was waiting
for my translator in one of the affected villages, with bodaboda taxidrivers who took me to the certain
affected villages etcetera. Through these informal talks I learned to “talk-the-talk and walk-the-walk”
(Coffery, 1999), without aiming to become ‘the other’. It was not necessarily my aim to become an
“organic part of the field” (Velsen, 1967), as this was simply not possible in my opinion seen the short
period of time of my research, but mostly my appearance as a white woman in the field, which
automatically led me to stand out physically and led to certain associations of the research participants
(on which I will further reflect in the limitations section). Therefore, it was my aim that people would
not be surprised anymore to see me and I would get caught up better in the social scene. These informal
talks, as well as the small introductions during the first week in the field, very much helped to accomplish
this.
The most important method for the research were the semi-structured face-to-face interviews
(see e.g. Bernard, 2011). The advantage of semi-structured interviews is that it leaves room for input
from the respondent and spontaneous questions from my side. The semi-structured interviews were
based on an interview guide that I designed and adapted during the research, as new topics came up.
Because I was conducting the research with two fellow-students, we decided to do some of the
interviews together as our research groups overlapped. In this way we wanted to decrease the burden on
our interviewees, save time and energy for our translators and for ourselves. As such, we aligned our
interview guides beforehand to make sure that we were all able to ask our questions. Depending on the
time, willingness and attitude of the interviewees I could do more in-depth interviews and return to the
same interviewees again to increase my understanding of their experiences, or dive into (new) topics.
Naturally, the length and style of interviews varied considerably. This influenced the depth and amount
of information that I required from the different interviewees. Some interviews would only take ten
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minutes, as others would take over an hour. I noticed that some people were very willing to tell their
story, which might offered a chance for them to ventilate their experiences and gave them a feeling of
being heard and not forgotten, while others were not willing to talk much. My position as a researcher
definitely influenced this as well, which I will reflect on in the next section. Moreover, I also noticed a
difference between men and women. Women are responsible for many tasks; such as taking care of the
children, doing household tasks and work on the family’s land. Due to the Bujagali project the intensity
of some of these tasks increased. This made it more difficult for them to make time for interviews.
Moreover, as most interviews were conducted throughout the day men would often not be home. As
they explained, they would look for jobs during the day to make some money for the families. The
interviews were often not planned beforehand. I would go around the village with my translators, and
see who was home or not. If somebody was not home, we would go back another moment randomly,
and sometimes neighbors were able to tell when they would return home.
I noticed that this was very important as I was discussing their experiences with governmental
power and within the communities, which could be sensitive topics. In the beginning of my research,
when I asked about their perception on the national government and their role in the Bujagali project,
people would mostly tell me that they were very satisfied with the government and the president.
Moreover, the important role that village chairpersons played in shaping the abilities of people to make
claims during the project was not immediately apparent to me. I noticed that only over time, when people
started to know and trust me, they felt comfortable to talk about these topics. Therefore, visiting the
same research participants multiple times was very important as well.
Next to this, I also tried to incorporate the research tool “go-along” (Kusenbach, 2003). This is
a method in which the researcher accompanies (individual) participants when moving through and
interacting with their physical and social environment. This enhances our understanding of “how
individuals connect and integrate the various regions of their daily lives and identities” and our
understanding of the role of place in everyday lived experience (Kusenbach, 2003). This research
method was mostly used with my four key informants, and some of their family members. This was
because I was able to directly speak in English with them, which therefore did not produce an “awkward”
situation in which a translator would stand in between while I would participate in for example
household tasks such as cooking, fetching water, cultivate lands, or just go for a walk together around
the village or their agricultural lands. Moreover, as they would often accompany me while conducting
interviews, or for example go on a longer travel to interview district leaders, I automatically developed
a friendly relationship with them based on trust and therefore “going along” in their daily activities
happened naturally. This also helped to get a more in-depth understanding of their experiences
throughout the Bujagali project. For example, I once went on a walk with a man who showed me
concrete poles that BEL (the project developer) placed on their lands to demarcate the border of where
the projects’ land started. This gave way to conversation and stories about the loss of his land and hidden
struggles and resistance of the community that he lived in and he entrusted me with. Moreover,
participating in daily activities in Naminya Resettlement, such as fetching water and working on the
land, gave me a better inside in how the intensity of these tasks for resettled people (mostly women)
increased compared to their pre-resettled lives. Participating in these activities also gave way to talk
about these topics. I had a similar experience when I joined a man, who traded in fish, to a place along
the river where fish is sold. It gave opportunity to talk about the importance of fishing in the communities
and how the Bujagali project negatively influenced this for many people; ranging from fishermen to
traders to transporters of the fish to bigger markets, who all came together in this place.
Towards the end of my research I planned to organize three focus group discussion; in one of
the villages on the West side of the Nile, in one of the villages on the East side of the Nile and in
Naminya Resettlement. I chose this differentiation firstly for practical reasons, as it would be nearly
impossible for people to travel to other villages, led alone other sides of the river or the resettlement
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village due to time and costs. The method of focus group discussion helps to give insight in how the
communities engage in a lively and natural discussion amongst themselves, by introducing certain
topics. I also wanted to see how people would reflect on the Bujagali project and if there was still a
group motivation to work on injustices, or that it would be more individual reflections/community
impacts. Moreover, I started to discover different experiences of claim-making among these areas (on
which I elaborate more in the following chapters). Therefore, it seemed relevant to led people discuss
their similar experiences in a focus group discussion within their village in order to focus on getting
more in-depth reflections rather than focusing on different experiences between the areas. In practice,
the organization of the focus group discussion was rather difficult. People were willing to be interviewed
at their homes, but coming to a location was impractical as this was time-consuming (especially for
women who were assigned with many household and agricultural tasks). Therefore, several attempts on
the West and East side of the Nile did not work out as only a few people on different times showed up.
Therefore, initiated by my key informant on the West set, we approached a group after a church mass.
Though this group was too large for a focus group discussion (around 25 people), it led to interesting
participant observations and group talks. On the East side of the Nile I was able to organize one focus
group discussion together with five men, as the women were not able to come due to their timeconsuming tasks. To not overload our research participants, me and my fellow researcher decided to do
a combined mapping exercise and group talk/focus group in Naminya Resettlement. Moreover, some
group discussion would also naturally occur as I was interviewing people and neighbors or other
community members would come by. Next to this, I also asked two people to make a timeline, to have
an overview of the events that have been important for them (one of these is taken up in chapter 3). This
was a good way to have more in-depth talks about important events. I also did two mapping exercises,
to better understand how they see their environment and for example indicate (newly) produced
contestations over land. Though I soon noticed that drawing a map was something people were not
familiar with. As such, they tried to draw it in a way that would link to my standards. However, the
exercise itself may have not been fruitful, it gave way for interesting discussions about for example the
construction of factories in the area, and how this produced contestations over land.
In recording my data, I advocate a dense description, using rich “thick descriptions” to convey
my findings. Therefore, in order to capture all my impressions, conversations with people, my ideas,
descriptions of the environment, smell, noises, my interpretations of the scene, my emotions, etcetera I
used different tools. First and foremost this was my fieldwork journal in which I took notes during and
after interviews and talks. These field notes were extended and in the beginning all over the place, as I
went from first impressions with my “newcomer view” to insider sensitivities. Over time, as I learned
about the research setting, and learned from the research subjects about their experiences, I became more
selective when writing down notes. Furthermore, even though the participants were willing to participate
in my research, they neither felt comfortable when I asked if it was alright to record the interviews.
Therefore, I mostly took notes in my journal during interviews.
I also noticed that when I got to know some of the research participants better, it felt “awkward”
to always take out my fieldwork journal, as this influenced our informal setting, friendly relationship
and openness in talking about sensitive issues. When I stopped taking out my journal in certain settings,
it also gave access to spontaneously participate in their daily activities or go for walks. These moments
gave entrance to very interesting conversations and went “deeper” in on their emotions and experiences.
As I made mental notes during these conversations and activities I afterwards recorded voice memos to
recapture what was said. I also noticed that this was a way to more extensively express my own
impressions and capture my emotions, as I relistened to this voice memos during my fieldwork and back
home. Moreover, as I stepped out of the research field to reflect on my data, the background noises
helped me to better set the scene and relive certain moments. I recorded my voice memos in Dutch it
also helped me to secure my data. If I did not record voice memos I wrote down my mental notes soon
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after a conversation or interview. I always expanded my notes and voice memos the same day or
occasionally the next morning on my computer at my residency.
Next to this, I also used my camera as a tool to capture the research scene and experiences of
my research participants. In the beginning I was photographing quit a lot of the scenery (without people
in it) in order to capture my first impressions. If people did not know me they were overall not very
happy to be photographed which I very soon noticed (as I always ask if it is ok to take a picture of
someone). Therefore, I did not take out my camera “randomly” to just take a picture of everything that
I came across. For this I trusted my social instinct, and only asked people if it was ok to photograph for
example their houses, or themselves, if I sensed that they might be ok with this. As the research
progressed, I also started to go on walks with research participants which helped me to photograph
important scenes for the participants, which gave me better insight in their experiences. Key in taking
and interpreting these photos were my conversations and interviews with the participants. For example,
when I first went to Naminya Resettelment I took a photo of the location of the village and thought by
myself “what a peaceful and lush green lands, without immediate view on the factories and asphalted
road that mark the scene in the other villages”. However, the people who live in Naminya Resettlement
felt very different about their village. They have had many years of struggles over their lands, as they
used to cultivate their crops next to the fertile soils of the river Nile. For them, the lands in Naminya
Resettlement are still seen as unfertile and dry, as their yields are of less quality and quantity than during
their pre-resettlement lives. Moreover, not being connected to any asphalted road, or having any
economic activities nearby (such as companies/factories) gives them a feeling of a very isolated village,
which is located “deep in the hills”, far away from where society is located. It shows that a photo is just
a tool to tell a story, and needs interpretation to understand the different layers that it covers. Throughout
my thesis, I therefore use pictures to support written data by illustrating the argument more forcefully
or profoundly than only in words. Because of safety reasons I decided to only add anonymous pictures
in the thesis.

4.5 Data analysis
The process of understanding my data was an inductive process which already started when I was still
in the field. This also contributed to not start with preconceived notions about my subject matter, but
rather learn from my data (Angrosino, 2007). By processing all my data on my laptop as the research
progressed, I could already discover main themes, and later on also additional themes. For example, the
theme of ‘corruption’ played an important role in many parts of the daily lives of people impacted by
the dam and played an important role in how they perceived themselves as claim-making subjects. I
initially did not ascribe such importance to this theme, but as my research progressed this became more
apparent as I was building a trust relationship with people, and they felt comfortable talking about it.
During my research and back home, I went over my data many times to (re-)group my data into
meaningful categories to compare, contrast and identify patterns. Every ‘round’ of analysis helped to
make the next round of data analysis more precise and specific. I analyzed my data by using a software
program in which I coded my data (including pictures, maps, timelines etc.). Finally, my initial codes
give way for focused coding, in which “the initial codes become the subject of the coding exercise and
some useful codes are selected while others are rejected that are less useful” (Adler & Clark, 2011).

4.6 Limitations and reflections
A Longitudinal perspective: reconstructing past processes
The research that I conducted focused on the whole length of the Bujagali project, that initially started
already in 1996. My research was conducted in 2018/2019, more than twenty years after the first
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discussions about the project. Therefore, characteristic for this research is its longitudinal perspective
and retrospective approach. This approach has proven to be useful in understanding the creation of
subject positions as it develops over time, and in understanding how people learned about this subject
position through interactions with different actors, in the context of a changing socio-political landscape.
Instead of displaying it as static concept, it allowed to understand the fluidity and complexity of subject
positions. After time has passed, people have been able to reflect on their abilities to make claims
throughout the project. I very soon noticed that people have been actively thinking about this and how
it changed over time. The fact that people reflected on this gave way to use their current interpretation
of events that happened in the past, which automatically informed me about how they currently perceive
their subject position. Moreover, this allowed to understand the occurrence of different forms of political
agency over time and the differences of these occurrences in areas. In this way, it responds to studies
that assume a homogenous character of subjects a priori, or divide people in either rebellious resisters
or victims.
It is undoubtedly though that there are limits to the memory of humans when it comes to
remembering past events and making-sense of these in present times, as well as the possibility of
“romanticization of the past” (Bisht, 2009, p.303). It might be the case that people only talk about certain
elements while leaving out others, or insist on certain details to present a coherent story. When there is
a significant time-gap “people forget some details and mis-remember others. They re-arrange
chronologies, confuse sequences, and give greater weight to some moments over others” (Fuji, 2009, p.
148). In this research, it might have been that people overemphasized their negative experiences, and
perhaps “romanticized” their lives prior to the Bujagali dam as a result of these negative experiences.
Moreover, I noticed that people referred to the same event though mentioning a different year in which
it took place. However, as is argued by Fuji (2009, p.151) the importance does not lie in the absolute
credibility of people’s accounts, but in the reflection of their states of mind, interests, aspirations and
desires. This can be expressed through what is called “meta-data”, which refers to the information that
people communicate about their interior thoughts and feelings. This can take the form of for example
denials, interventions or silences. I encountered this during my research as well, for example when
talking about the opinion of people about the national government and the President, which was often
responded to without answers, uncomfortable laughter or a change of topic. This informed me about
what such topic meant for people and also that it might not be appropriate to ask or talk about these
topics in such a direct manner. Therefore, meta-data are important indicators for the current social and
political landscape of people (Fuji, 2009), which are important landscapes to understand in light of this
research. These socio-political circumstances shape what people are willing to share with me as a
researcher.
Another point of discussion is that this research relates to claim-making of people in any kind
of form, thus also unrecognized, unseen or unreported claim-making of people. During my research, I
encountered such forms of claim-making and resistance, though I only observed these after a
combination of observations, walks in the field with participants, and interviews which made me
eventually see that these were (small) forms of resistance. However, these forms of resistance might
have been present during the first stages of the project and might have not been mentioned or come up
during interviews. Therefore, reconstructing this history of ‘everyday’ resistance is rather difficult and
might be nearly impossible. Moreover, I noticed that it was difficult for people to recall the exact setting
and content of the meetings that took place when the project was introduced in the communities. Being
present at these meetings would have given me the opportunity to observe the responses of people and
interactions with actors involved in the project in a more detailed way and could contribute to a better
understanding of the ‘subject making’ of impacted people during this time.
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The translators
During my fieldwork I worked with mainly three translators, of whom two I immediately met and helped
me with gaining access to the field. Before starting with the interviews, we discussed a payment for their
efforts based on previous advice of our informants in Kampala. Some reflections on using translators
during my research should be made. One problem that can spring from interview situations that depend
on a translator, lies in the susceptibility of miscommunication and misinterpretation through the
intermediary. Such interferences can be caused unintentionally as well as purposefully, influencing the
outcome of the research (Jeggle, 1984b, pp. 107-110). As my translators were also bound to their
linguistic knowledge of English, the translations might have been somewhat simplistic. Moreover, I
noticed that – just like I was adapting to the situation – they had to get used to their new role as
translators. In their enthusiasm, or emotions over grievances, they would sometimes supplement certain
answers of interlocutors themselves or ask questions to the interlocutors. However, as I was aware of
this it was not necessarily a problem, as I could use their knowledge and connection with people as a
way to gain a more in-depth understanding of the experiences of interlocutors.
The position of my translators is another point of discussion. I gained the contacts of two of my
translators via NAPE, while I met the other translator whilst being in the field. The contacts that I gained
from NAPE, were people who have been actively working with them during the Bujagali project. As I
first talked with NAPE in Kampala about the project and their role, and after this with the two advocates
for the organization, this definitely influenced my perception of the role that NAPE had during the
project at first. I soon noticed that asking about NAPE with the translators next to me, sometimes led to
them answering for the participants. This was probably in their enthusiasm that they felt for the
organization and their efforts. Therefore, I tried to ask specifically about the experiences that a
participants would have had with NAPE. I soon noticed that NAPE mostly played an important role on
the West side of the river and in Naminya resettlement. However, exactly pinpointing the significance
of NAPE for the communities is difficult, though many see the organization as a spring board for making
their claims at different institutions.
Moreover, one of my these translators was also a newly elected member of one of the local
government layers (though not on the village level). I noticed that, as she was newly elected, she was
trying to secure her position and increase her popularity among villagers during the research. For
example, during the first days in the village she asked me for money to give to road workers.
Overwhelmed in the moment, and after just entering the field, I gave her this monetary request after
which the road workers would applaud for her. However, I immediately reflected on this with my fellowstudents afterwards, and we, as well as our contacts in Kampala spoke with her to further clarify our
position as researches. However, I noticed that these moment reoccurred over time. For example when
I organized a focus group discussion, she took me to a mass in church where I was promptly put on the
altar. Before the mass ended she gave a speech to the 30 people in the mass, which I could not understand
as it was in a local language, though I think it was a way to make herself known with a larger public.
Her position as such, as well as these events, might have influenced the research participants in freely
giving their answers, or perhaps answering a certain way. However, it is to note that as she was newly
elected and she strived for revising the local government structure as she told me. Therefore I feel that
people did not necessarily perceive her as being part of the ‘corrupt’ system, since they would still talk
about this to me.
Moreover, I had some miscommunications with one of my translators throughout the research.
I noticed that she became a bit irritated over time as I was often asking people similar questions. This
gave her the feeling that I did not ‘believe’ their stories, as I was ‘checking’ it with other people. When
I noticed this I talked about this with her and explained my reasons for this, but it remained a repetitive
issue. I noticed that I therefore had to ask if she translated everything that was being said, because she
would leave certain parts out that were told in another interview. On the other hand, this also indicated
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for me how she felt in relation to outsiders and a persistent feeling that they are not (easily) recognized
in their grievances by others. I also feel that replaying the past was sometimes a burden for her, though
it also let to new connections and a deeper understanding of the impact of the project on people on the
East side of the river (which will be discussed in chapter seven).
Informed consent
The translators greatly helped with ‘gaining trust’ of the research participants and to make them feel
comfortable to share their experiences with me. I however did not ask participants to sign a form of
informed consent. During talks with NAPE and an experienced ethnographic researcher from Makarere
University, Kampala, advised us not to do so as it would create mistrust among the communities.
‘Forms’ would make them suspect we might be from the government, and they would not be able to
read the form they would have to sign. They advised us that it would be better to explain our research
vocally, and ask permission of the village chairpersons for our researchers.
My positionality as a researcher
Research is a social act and therefore my positionality has unavoidable influenced this research. My
personal predilections and worldview, my relation to the social and political context of the study (for
example my contacts with NAPE and fed), reactivity and over-identification with respondents while
being in the field can all influence the objectivity of the study. Therefore, it is most important to be
reflective on my positionality as a researcher during every phase of the research process.
Two important, and both immediately visible aspects are linked to my appearance as “white”
and as a “woman”. Doing research in a all-black population made me stand out naturally, and I soon
noticed that people had certain associations with white people. In Uganda there are many NGOs active
who are often ran by white people. Hence, they expected me to be part of this as well and thus be able
to “help them”. Small talks and interviews with people would therefore often be guided towards question
if I could help them financially, help them to stake their claims at BEL, support their children financially,
arrange visa’s etcetera. This might have influenced the topics that people brought up themselves, or
could have led to emphasizing the burdens and struggles that people still face due to the Bujagali dam.
Another association was that I might be an employee of BEL company, as the managers and
representatives of BEL were white people. Moreover, perceiving me as a possible employee of BEL at
first might have led to suspicion or certain feelings of resentment, which could have stand in the way of
building a trust relation for some people. However, as I had many talks with my translators about these
issues, they understood my position as a student-research and helped out a great deal to explain to people
that I was not able to give them what they might expected of me, and could stretch that I was doing the
research independently from BEL. Moreover, I noticed that after returning to the villages more often,
and probably the talks that people had among themselves, helped to overcome these issues partially. It
however remained difficult issues, as I noticed that people were not familiar with the concept of being
a “researcher” and therefore it was difficult to grasp what I was exactly doing. This also led to personal
struggles and it made me feel uncomfortable with my position as a researcher from time to time. During
the talks with my research participants they told me a lot about the heavy burdens of the project on their
lives, their daily struggles and sometimes impoverishment that they suffered. I was ‘just’ there to
conduct research and I could not offer solutions to the problems they are still facing on a daily basis.
This definitely influenced me emotionally, as I also felt a heavy sense of guilt towards my research
participants. I come from a wealthy country, am able to afford a ticket to Uganda and do research there,
while they do not have the opportunity to come to the Netherlands and do the same. This sense of
injustice that I felt, “why me?”, and most of all my ability to always “step out of the field” whenever I
need to, never went away. Another point of reflection is that I conducted part of my interviews with one
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or two other fellow-students. This might have felt ‘invasive’ for people and therefore more difficult to
build a personal trust relationship with me.
Next to this, as an outsider from the community, and probably also my appearance as “white”
led people to receive me as an important guest. For example, if I would come by a house of people to
do an interview with me, they would immediately get a chair for me, whilst they would sit on the ground
themselves. As these are also cultural habits, this made it sometimes more difficult to gain a trust
relationship with people as they would perceive me like important. Another illustration of such
perceptions stems from a funeral that I attended with my fellow-students. We were announced as guest
of honors together with governmental officials who attended the funeral, and had to sit ‘front-row’. I
was aware of my position as such in the communities, but logically not able to totally overcome the
issues that stem from it. Though, I noticed that after spending more time around the villages I would
become less noticeable for people.
Personal reflections
This research was the debut of me as ethnographer, whereas before I was mostly skilled in other forms
of qualitative research. Reading former ethnographers taught me to make choices and be selective when
writing down notes (Rock, 2001: 35; Scheper-Hughes, 2000), and helped me to develop the scope of
my research methods. Next to this, being in the field with my fellow-students (who are more experienced
ethnographers) helped me to be reflective on my methods. Being reflective on my observations,
discrepancies that I found in the field, and understanding the experiences of participants went very well
as I am naturally a social and reflective person. However, I had quit some hiccups with writing my
analytical chapters on paper, as my previous education taught me to rather focus on outcomes in
scientific writing than on the process of coming to these outcomes. I noticed that this was contradictory
with the observations that I made previously, and caused me to struggle a lot with finding my own
“writing form”. If I had realized about this in an earlier stage, this would have improved the quality of
my thesis as I would have included more reflective notes.
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5. The introduction of the project: the Acquiescent subject
In this chapter I analyze the experiences of impacted people during the first stage of the Bujagali project:
the introduction of the Bujagali project in their area. Instead of focusing on if resistance occurred and in
what form, I focus on how much room for manoeuvre impacted people experienced during this time and
why. This can in its turn produce many responses (may that be protests or passiveness or any other
form). Therefore the question that is answered in this chapter is:
How did people experience and respond to the introduction of the Bujagali project in their area?
This question will be answered by analyzing how impacted people – in retrospect – experienced the
creation of the subject position as ‘impacted people’, which actors played an important role in this, and
how this influenced possible claim-making. Before I further zoom in on these topics, it is important to
understand the ‘political’ of the Bujagali project: what was put at stake for the impacted people and by
whom? Hereafter I will explain how the internalization of the development discourse and intimidation
processes created a subject position for impacted people which let little room for the creation of a claimmaking subject. I also discuss how during this time an environmentalist counter-discourse was starting
to be articulated by civil society, and why impacted people were not involved with this discourse during
this time. I conclude by reflecting on how this influenced the political agency of impacted people.

5.1 The political of the Bujagali project
On a sunny and warm day, I walked along the white Nile river together with Jacob. As we stopped for
a moment on the shore where we could look out over the river, he pointed out to me:
“Look, look at that plant floating on the river. You see how it is moving very slowly? There
used to be a lot of tilapia and Nile perch swimming in this river. Now the stream is very slow.
There are only really small fish left, the little silver ones.” (interview, 11-01-2019).
He also explained to me that the river used to be less than half of its width. After the construction of the
Bujagali dam, the river upstream of the dam rose enormously and formed the reservoir of the dam. As
a result, a lot of very fertile land, mostly used by self-sustaining farmers, was flooded. This description
of Jacob illustrates how the landscape around the river has changed. A river that used to be of great
importance for families and that would provide for food and social- and daily activities such as fetching
drinking water and washing clothes. The lands surrounding it now disappeared under the surface of the
water and with it also part of the lives of people. For some, the place that they used to call home but had
to leave as a result of the dam.
When I crossed the river one day by boat from the East side to the West side, the shipper told
me about the islands that used to be there in the middle of the river. According to him, the islands were
of great importance for families since these lands were very fertile and they could grow many types of
crops, ranging from plantains to cassava. Only one island now remains, whilst the rest was flooded by
the dam. Not only would the river provide fertile agricultural lands on and around the river, it would
also provide for another important source of many activities: fish. An ex-fisherman explained that:
“being a fisherman was everything: it was a way to make money, provide food for your family and an
occupation. Now there are many fishermen and not a lot of fish” (interview, 29-11-2018). Likewise,
Peter, an ex-fisherman, told that: “before, the whole family could enjoy from the benefits of the job
[fisherman] of the man. The women would sell the fish, and we could all eat from it. Before we could
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eat tilapia every day, now it is very expensive to buy fish” (interview, 07-12-2018). When you walk
along the river upstream of the dam now, only a handful of fisher boats can be spotted. A reality that,
before the construction of the dam, used to be very different.
Moreover, the first time that I went to the villages on the East side of the river, I was immediately
struck by all the signs for tourists that I saw: ‘guesthouse’, ‘horse-riding’, ‘rafting’, ‘campsite’ etcetera.
The most striking were probably the signs of the ‘Bujagali falls’, that would now only guide me to the
river basin of the dam. Along the street that would previously directly lead you to the Bujagali Falls
stood abandoned market stalls and offices for tourist activities such as boat tours or rafting. People told
me that many of these activities stopped after the Bujagali falls were destroyed by the construction of
the dam. Previously, many people would earn (part of) their livelihoods from the tourists that would
visit their area, to which they could sell surpluses of their fruits or take on a guided trip.
This illustration, in a nutshell, shows the impact of the Bujagali project on the lives of impacted
people and what it put at stake. Their ownership over their lands, their agricultural profits, their access
to natural resources, the tourism, and their way of life have all been challenged by the project. It is to
say that the introduction of the Bujagali Project created a contention over these matters of importance,
thus automatically making it a political issue (Häkli & Kallio, 2014). However, I have interviewed the
impacted people after the construction of the dam was finished and their dispossessions became a lived
reality. It is not inherently to say that at the time, when the project was introduced to the impacted people,
impacted people exactly knew what resources and parts of their lives were going to be challenged. This
is rather determined by a complex social reality, power relations and access to knowledge. To better
understand this, I first discuss how people became to be recognized as “impacted people”.

5.2 The creation of the subject position ‘impacted people’
Prior to the construction of the dam, a social and environmental impact assessment was conducted and
a Resettlement and Community development action plan was developed that indicated who exactly was
‘affected’ by the dam (ESG International Inc. et al., 2001). In official documentation, people ‘affected’
by the dam were: “persons who lost assets as a result of the project, whatever the extent of the loss; lost
assets may be land, structures, crops, or a combination of these three”. Moreover, communal
development was supposed to be provided in the eight villages that were affected, to also compensate
for the loss of other economic activities of people. Through these official evaluations and inspections of
which land was supposed to be affected it was determined who fitted this description. People remember
this as the time when AESNP came to their communities and randomly tested the quality of the soil and
water in different places (in 1996/1997). Moreover, their lands were being measured in order to see who
would be affected.
These official processes were the start of them being categorized as “Project Affected People”.
Being identified as “Project Affected People” automatically gave them a position in which they were
recognizable as such for the government, project developers but also for other actors such as civil
society. This automatically leaded them into meetings with representors of the project, evaluations of
their assets, discussions about the compensation processes etc. As previously explained in chapter four,
I refer to this specific subject position as “impacted people” instead of “Project Affected People” in this
thesis, to respect and better reflect the sentiment of people, as their losses are more than just ‘assets’ that
were affected (but also their way of live, their abilities to make claims etc.), which this definition refers
to. Moreover, ‘impacted people’ then not only refers to the category of being “Project Affected People”
and what it is documented it contains, but goes beyond this and gives room to include forms of ‘agency’
of people themselves since they can over time develop and learn new ways of reflecting on this position
and give it new meaning.
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When I talked about the period in which the Bujagali project was introduced to the communities
with respondents, many explain that they feel misled and manipulated and thus forced to accept the
Bujagali project. According to them, their voices were deliberately kept out of the debate in the
beginning stages of the Bujagali project by the national government. As many respondents frustratingly
said, it is impossible for them to have any influence on governmental decisions, because the
“government does whatever it wants to do” (interview, 17-01-2019). It was not until the compensation
stages that impacted people were interacting with other actors about their concerns.
Stemming from my conversations with respondents, I have identified two dynamics that show
how impacted people feel that their voices were silenced in the beginning stage of the Bujagali project;
being the internalization of the development discourse as produced by the national government of
Uganda and intimidation strategies. In this chapter I will further analyze how these dynamics were
heavily shaping the subject positions of people. Moreover, it will give an understanding of why and how
the subject position of impacted people at this stage of the project was mainly formed in relation to the
national government of Uganda, and how this formed their perception of their political agency during
this time.
From the start of the project there were many actors involved ranging from the national
government of Uganda, to the international development banks that invested in the project, to civil
society who was concerned with the impact of the project on the environment and local communities. I
noticed that when I asked the people who they felt was responsible for these claims on their resources,
they mostly referred to ‘the (national) government’. Moreover, when talking about the first stage of the
Bujagali dam, and who they were having meetings with to discuss the project, they mostly stated that it
“was someone from the government” (interview, 18-01-2019). This is in contrast with what is stated in
project documents’, in which it is said that the meetings with communities were held with
representatives of AESNP (ESG International Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001). However, intuitively
people felt that it was the government that they were (mostly) interacting with during this stage. This
was felt this way because it was the national government that was the actor who initiated the project and
was in the end responsible for the right execution of the project in their eyes. As this thesis is not a factfinding mission, but is about the experiences of people with power, I highlight the power relationship
between the national government and the people impacted by the dam during the introduction of the
project in this chapter. Their relationship during this time turned out to be key in understanding how the
making of the subject position of impacted people developed during this stage.

5.3 Internalization of the development discourse
One of the dynamics that I identified during my research was the internalization of the development
discourse by part of the impacted people as produced by the national government of Uganda. As
discussed in chapter three, this development discourse was created over the years during the presidency
of Museveni. This development discourse legitimizes large-scale development projects and the
liberalization of the market by framing it as the fight against underdevelopment and as part of a bigger
agenda of nation-rebuilding (Hickey, 2013; NRM, 1986) and became based on neo-liberal views of
international donors such as the world bank and the IMF (Bhiigwa, Rigby & Woodhouse, 2005; Hickey,
2013; Kakumba, 2010). As a result, the reformation plans at the start of his presidency gained large
international support, legitimizing the development discourse internationally. As part of the broader
development scheme of the government, the Bujagali project was therefore presented as one of the
national core projects for development, executed by the national government (IMF, 2014). It was
promoted and framed as the lowest cost “technical solution” and only viable option to increase
production in the country and overcome the enormous lack of electricity supply and access to electricity
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among Ugandans, with support of the World Bank. This “anti-politics machine” (Ferguson, 1994),
segregated development practice from deeply entrenched politics within and outside the state.
The presentation of the Bujagali Project towards the impacted people directly linked to this type
of development that was heavily promoted in Uganda. The Bujagali project was firstly introduced to the
communities by governmental representatives during several meetings, according to research
participants already in 1999. During this time, the lands of people were measured by AESNP in order
to indicate who would be impacted. People told me that it was not clear to them who those people exactly
were and what they were doing for what purpose. Some people told me that they were suspicious towards
the people that wanted to measure their lands (interview, 29-11-2019). However, their village
chairpersons told them that “everything was ok” and they should just let those people do their work. As
became clear during fieldwork, during this time the village chairperson played a calming role in which
they were trying to induce compliance of people with the project.
Moreover, meetings were starting to be held which the impacted people could voluntarily visit
and, as they were told, would give them a better idea of how the Bujagali project would influence their
lives. However, when impacted people reflect on these meetings they feel as if a one-sided image was
painted for them. After experiencing the construction of the Bujagali project and the dispossession it
caused, respondents now realize that only the economic and social benefits of the project were
highlighted:
“..many promises were made to us. We were supposed to get a health facility, free electricity
should be given to the communities and they promised they were going to build schools..”
(interview, 17-12-2018).
Others refer to many more promises made, such as job creation, education for youths and facilitating
and constructing access to markets. These promises were made in an area where access to these services
were mostly lacking and where people mostly depend on day-to-day income generating activities.
According to many impacted people, when an image was drawn to them in which they could socially
and economically develop their communities people were beyond happy to hear about the project. The
Bujagali project was introduced to the impacted communities as a straightforward way to overcome
poverty leading to excitement among the communities about the project. A woman in Naminya
Resettlement told me about how these exciting foresights left people to wonder about the improved lives
they would have after resettlement (personal communication, 11-12-2018). They would talk about the
stone and ‘permanent’ houses they were about to live in, including a kitchen and bathroom, running
water next to the house, direct access to electricity, a school for their children etcetera. During fieldwork
I noticed that the resettlement village is colloquially known as “Muyenga”. When asking the reason for
this name, people explained that “Muyenga” refers to a wealthy and rich neighborhood in Kampala
where the upper-class resides. As they were expecting to heavily improve their lives in the new village,
they started to refer to their new village as “Muyenga”. These high expectations were raised during the
talks that the communities had with the representers for the project. Many of the research participants
told me that they had such expectations about their lives after the dam. They feel that they were provided
with misinformation. An illustration of this is that during an interview a man told me that he did not
know that the Bujagali falls were to disappear as a result of the dam (interview, 18-01-2019). According
to him, this was never explained to him though he worked as a guide along the riverside for tourist that
would come to see the Bujagali falls. He therefore never expected that he and other community members
would lose these income-generating activities after the Bujagali dam was constructed. Instead, he
thought that the dam would heavily improve their lives in the communities, as they were about to receive
a large sum of compensation money, improved education- and health facilities, land titles, a bridge that
would connect them to the West side of the river, a bustling new market place etcetera.
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It shows how the project was presented towards the people as a way towards ‘rich lives’
(interview, 16-01-2019). Therefore, as some people recall: “we just accepted the project because of the
positive impact it would have on our lives” (interview, 18-01-2019). A very simplified image of
development was projected towards the impacted communities. It however left discussions about the
complexity of implementing these promises, the effects on the lives of people impacted by the dam, and
the dispossessions they would suffer out of the debate. As such, people were manipulated in order for
them to ‘just accept’ and want the project. As a respondent recalls:
“People were celebrating the coming of the Bujagali dam. Because people who are poor, are
happy when they are promised a better life” (interview, 12-12-2018).
This manipulation left them to want the project and all the benefits it would bring, and resulted into the
internalization of the development discourse that the government promoted in the country. As is argued
by Lukes (1974), the internalization of a development discourse could have to do with a form of power
that can be exercised through influencing the way in which the desires and preferences of the dominated
group take shape. In this sense, the power lies with (s)he who can change what others want. By actively
promoting a certain discourse, actors may not be able to locate their interests because of the
internalization of a discourse that limits their margins of manoeuvre (Nyenyezi Bisoka, Giraudb &
Ansoms, 2020). By promoting a very positive story about the Bujagali project and linking it to
overcoming poverty, the impacted people feel (in retrospect) as if their preferences were steered in the
direction of wanting the project themselves. As they often identify themselves as being ‘poor’ and
wanting to improve their lives, the Bujagali project directly responded to these desires, and therefore
many impacted people supported the project at first.
Moreover, by only highlighting the merits of the project counter-claims were automatically
delegitimized. Simultaneously, by presenting the Bujagali project in an apolitical matter, the claims that
the national government made on the lands, river and ways of lives of the people automatically
legitimized. This therefore legitimizes the dispossessions they suffered, without leaving room for the
impacted people to discuss this dispossession in the first place. The promotion and internalization of the
development discourse among the communities made it almost impossible for them to think in terms of
dispossession and loss, let alone make claims about these dispossessions and contestations over their
matters of importance. Because of their very limited access to other sources of information and lack of
experiences with such projects, it created a subject position in which impacted people were blindfolded
and therefore supportive and compliant towards the project. As a respondent recalls:
“God and Satan always move together. We were happy at first, but the realization of what we
lost came after” (interview, 12-12-2018).
This quote also shows that by supporting the project in the beginning, they only realized ‘later’ what
they actually had lost. This ‘later’ indicates a period in which the dispossession of people became a lived
reality, and the claims on their matters of importance were already made and executed. Because this
realization of their dispossessions was postponed by the internalization of the discourse, the discussion
about their matters of importance was reduced to a mere discussion about the compensation (the rates
for their crops, lands and other matters of importance). As such, there was no room anymore to
counteract the claims on their matters of importance, or the project on itself, in the first place.
This was caused by that the understanding of the impacted people about their interests were at
this point in time products of the power of the national government. This is in contrast with a behaviorist
conceptualization of power in which actors are always aware of the stakes involved, and capable of
strategically orienting their actions. Instead, the power relationship between people and the national
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government heavily shaped the rationalities of impacted people through discursive and relational
practices. Choices, decisions and thoughts can be influenced without the actors’ awareness, through
manipulation which led to the internalization of the development discourse in this case. People therefore
internalized a state-of-being in which the existing power relations were legitimized. This position that
resulted from this internalization made it almost impossible for them to think in terms of dispossession
and loss. It supports the Foucauldian perspective in which it is argued that structural forms of power
acts through in the construction of the ‘subject’ and its subject position.

5.4 Intimidation through speech
It became clear during the research that the experiences and memories among impacted people about
how the project was introduced to them differ. As I discussed, some people felt (afterwards) manipulated
into accepting the project. However, others also talked about how they were not offered a choice and
had to accept the project whether they wanted it or not. They told me that they felt intimidated and
forced to accept the project. During an interview I was told that:
“It was someone from the government that told us about the Bujagali project, they just said that
they were going to build the dam” (18-01-2019, interview).
This interlocutor told me that there was no room for them to counteract anything that the government
wanted from them during this period. This room was diminished by practices that I refer to as
‘intimidation through speech’. During talks about this period, people remembered that if they would
‘object’ or ‘question’ for example compensation processes, they were threatened with words.
According to these interlocutors, these threats were made during a conversation they would have with
a representative of the project. Although people were not always able to recall the exact words that
were used to them, since a lot of time has passed, these words had a large impact on their possible
claim-making. I noticed that these might not always have been direct conversations that a person have
had with a representative of the project, but might have been statements that were retold within the
communities. For example, different people would refer to a statement (sometimes in somewhat
different words) that – according to them – a governmental official had said to the communities:
“Development is like a bulldozer, if you stand in its way, it will crush you” (23-01-2019,
interview).
Although it never became clear during interviews in what setting this was said or to whom exactly.
This is however less important as the impact was clearly felt among (part of) the people, as they still
remember it until date. People told me that as a result of such threatening words, they were afraid that
if they would protest or not just give their lands they would be left empty-handed. Losing their lands
without getting anything in return would mean that they would lose the main source of their
livelihoods. Many people in the communities are largely dependent on their lands for food and sell the
surpluses of their yields to gain an income. It was therefore not so much the act of already taking the
lands of people, but rather the words and possible consequences of these words that scared people.
During an interview, a interlocutor told me the following:
“If you wouldn’t go, they would have taken your land for free. They threatened you. It was an
announcement, not a choice.” (11-12-2018)
However, there were no examples given of situations in which the land was already taken. Nonetheless,
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this created a feeling among impacted people that accepting the project was the only option for them as
they had limited access to resources to oppose the construction of the dam if they would like to. This is
in line with how people currently in general feel about the national government: an institute that holds
all the power and can do whatever it wants to do (which will be discussed in more depth in chapter
seven). The consequences of not obeying to the power of the government, was felt as if they would lose
everything they had. Through this ‘intimidation through speech’, a subject was created that embodied
fear and feelings of powerlessness, and therefore acquiescence to the claims of the national government.
This resulted in that they did not grant themselves any power or rights to oppose the ideas of the national
government. By an implemented fear among impacted people they felt that the national government did
not recognize them as claim-making subjects, automatically denying them a legitimate opportunity to
make claims.

5.5 The articulation of an environmentalist counter-discourse
Already from the start of the project, civil society and particularly the Ugandan NGO named the
“National Association of Professional Environmentalist” (NAPE) were gaining international attention
for the inadequate assessments of the negative social and environmental impacts of the hydropower
dam. The concerns of civil society about the Bujagali project were based on the environmental, social
and economic problems that it would cause. According to them, the dam would not benefit Ugandans
by delivering lower-priced electricity since it would only generate higher prices. Moreover, it would
destroy the water flora and fauna of the river and its Bujagali falls (and the tourist sector surrounding
it). Moreover, according to civil society the social- and economic impacts that the dam would have for
the impacted people was not readily accounted for. The concerns that were starting to be articulated by
civil society during this time were spearheaded by the action organization NAPE, which is actively
monitoring government’ actions (NAPE, 2020). As is described on the website of NAPE, they work
towards sustainable solutions for Uganda’s most challenging environmental and economic growth
problems, by monitoring government actions, conducting research and organizing affected
communities. As they state themselves:
“It is an ambitious undertaking, but as lifelong Ugandans we cannot ignore what is happening
to our precious homeland. While we stand ready to work with anyone committed to the public
interest, we also will not allow powerful political or special interests to intimidate or silence us.
We have done so since our founding in 1997” (NAPE, 2020).
This statement shows their intended focus on working for the public interest, even if this means that
they are going against the dominant political order (which they have done so during the Bujagali
project). As the representative of NAPE told me, they also suffered from intimidating actions from the
national government. According to NAPE they were operating in an oppressed civic space during this
time (and today again as well). When they founded their organization in 1997, they were one of the first
independent Ugandan NGOs after Museveni came into power. According to NAPE, they received
several threats from the government regarding their mission and statements they made against the
Bujagali project. This shows the tensed arena in which NAPE and the impacted people had to manoeuvre
themselves to make claims. During the Bujagali project they were (financially) supported by an
international network of CSO’s, for example Ford Foundation, who were closely monitoring projects of
the World Bank and the European investment bank.
At the beginning of the project civil society found that the ‘Bujagali Project Environmental
Impact Assessment’ (ESG International Inc. et al., 2001) and the ‘Resettlement and the Community
development action plan’ (ESG International Inc. & WS Atkins Intern, 2001) were incoherent with the
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applicable investment banks’ policies and Ugandan laws. As a result, NAPE took the lead in filing two
complaints at the Compliance Advisor Ombudsman (CAO) in 2000 (which was found premature) and
in 2001 (NAPE, 2001). The CAO is the accountability mechanism of the World Bank Group, and is
granted with the responsibility to address complaints by civil society and people affected by IFC and
MIGA projects (the private sector arms of the World Bank Group). The complaints that NAPE filed
raised many environmental issues concerning hydrological risks, climate impacts and water
management. Moreover, it claimed that it had downplayed studies on alternative energy sources. It also
raised issues on consultation and information disclosure, the inadequacy of the proposed compensation
and resettlement of project-affected people, a lack of wide spread civil society consultation for the
project (NAPE, 2001). Next to this, a coalition of 50 NGO’s sent a letter to the World Bank to raise
issues on aforementioned topics (International Rivers, 2001). As a representative of NAPE stated
(interview 23-01-2019), the claims that they made during this time were for a large part concerning the
public interest, as they identified many environmental concerns. They also indicated possible
shortcomings for the impacted communities as the impact assessments did not (amongst others)
provided for structural compensation, and was mostly spearheaded for the short-term.
The complaints that were filed and the broader attention that the project as such gained, could
be seen as the beginning of the open articulation of an environmentalist counter-discourse to the positive
discourse that was created by the national government about the Bujagali project. As a result of the
complaints that civil society lodged at the World Bank Inspection Panel, they investigated the project.
Afterwards, a report was published which stated that AESNP had performance shortfalls in the dam
implementation in relation to social, economic and environmental aspects, including evidence of
corruption and failure of financial disclosure to the World Bank Group (Centre for Public Impact, 2017).
Therefore, the project developer AESNP pulled out of the project in 2003 before completing the
implementation of the resettlement plan and other large-scale development projects for the local
communities.
What is interesting however, is that this discourse was articulated by civil society without
collaboration with the impacted communities during this stage. An explanation that a representative of
NAPE gives for this is the following:
“The impacted communities believed that they were getting the rightful information. They
became victims of the situation and were not willing to listen to a second opinion. People were
told that the project was the best project of Uganda and they were getting the best. They were
blindfolded and were deliberately kept out of the debate. All the wrong information was given
to them. We do not blame them, we only know they were misled” (interview, 23-01-2019).
According to him, they have tried to reach the communities to help them and give them a more complete
vision on the Bujagali project. However, such a collaboration did not occur until after the compensation
processes. It became clear during this interview that NAPE was aware of the blindfolded position of a
part of the impacted people during the beginning stages of the project, but he also stated that “there is
only so much you can do”. During this time NAPE tried to reach out to the impacted communities by
organizing community meetings to inform them on the project, but according to the representative of
NAPE people were not attending these meetings as people believed they were already receiving ´rightful
information´. This seems to correspond – partly – with what impacted people told me about their
interaction with NAPE. As a woman who was resettled explained to me, they were first suspicious about
the intentions of the organization (interview, 11-12-2018). She told me that “they are only local people”
and were not used to people from outside the communities. During this interview I gained the impression
that it was difficult for them to understand during this time what NAPE as an organization exactly did
and was, as they came out of nowhere into their community. On the other side, there was the government
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who they already knew and had previous interactions with. As the woman stated, “NAPE first had to
gain our trust”. They only started collaborating with them after the compensation turned out to be very
poor (interview, 11-12-2018). Possibly it was therefore easier to ‘trust’ the government during this time,
than to go along with an organization that they did not know. The positive expectations that were raised
by the government might contributed to this as well.
Moreover, I also consider that there might be another underlying reason for people that withheld
them from collaborating with NAPE in the first place, though it was never directly said as such. This
has to do with the hesitation of people to openly dispute ideas and plans of the national government. As
discussed earlier, many people felt intimidated by the government to accept the project and did not dare
to articulate a dissenting voice. Also during my research I noticed that people are hesitant to openly talk
in a negative manner about the government. Still to date, when asking impacted people about their
opinion on the national government, or president Museveni in particular, they are very hesitant to answer
this question and would never directly stay anything unfavorable about the President, even if this is their
opinion. They rather answer this question very positively, such as by stating that: “Museveni is the only
president for us” (interview, 11-12-2018). Although, after spending some time with me, it became clear
that these same people felt heavily frustrated by the national government and their lack of participation
in decision-making processes. This fear to articulate a dissenting voice towards the government can be
illustrated with a conversation I had with a man in one of the impacted communities. When I asked him
about his opinion on the President and the national government this was first followed by what I interpret
as ‘awkward laughter’ and some talk between my translator and the respondent. I asked my translator
what the matter was and he told me that the respondent did not want to talk about these subjects unless
I could ensure that I was not going to tell anyone about his opinion and make his name public. He was
afraid that if anyone would hear his opinion about the President and the national government, he might
be excluded from opportunities of for example gaining land titles or starting a company, or any other
‘harmful actions’ which he did not clarify further (interview, 28-01-2019). This fear for such ‘harmful
actions’ can be embedded in previous interactions and experiences that people had with the government.
It was however difficult to unravel if this fear already existed prior the introduction of the Bujagali
project. I noticed that when I discussed the feelings and experiences of people in relation to the
government, they mostly referred to events that happened during the course of the project. This
impactful event and all its corresponding experiences heavily influenced their perception of the
government, which might have ‘blurred’ memories and feelings they had prior to the project in relation
to the government. However, a state-society relation always has a historic context and is never
constituted in the realm of an isolated event. During the introduction of the project this relation can have
influenced people in articulating a dissenting voice, let alone collaborate with an organization who is
openly criticizing the plans of this government. However, as will become clear in the next chapter, the
actor who they felt they had to stake possible claims towards about their matters of importance, changed
when the compensation processes were executed in name of the project developers. During the next
stage, they felt that it was the responsibility of BEL to make sure that their compensations were rightly
executed.

Conclusion
In this chapter it is discussed how people experienced and responded to the introduction of the Bujagali
project in their area. Two dynamics are crucial in the making of the subject position as ‘impacted people’
during the introduction of the project in the communities; the first one being the internalization of the
development discourse. The project was promoted in an apolitical manner towards the communities and
directly linked to obtaining a ‘better life’, leaving any political discussions out of the debate. People, in
retrospect, felt manipulated whilst they internalized the development discourse that was articulated by
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the government. This created a subject position for people in which they were blindfolded and made it
almost impossible to think in terms of dispossession. The internalization of the discourse also
delegitimized counterclaims to the project, though it is questionable to what extent this inherently did
so, as (some) people also experienced intimidation through speech. This second identified dynamic
created a subject position for people in which they embodied fear. As such, they did not grant themselves
any rights to make claims, as that could mean that “the bulldozer of development” would run over them.
This paralyzed people to undertake any counteractions towards the claims of the government. Though
created through different dynamics, they resulted in ‘acquiescence’ of the impacted people. During this
time, an environmentalist counter-discourse was starting to be articulated by civil society. However, the
created subject positions left no room for collaborating with any outside actors such as NAPE. As such,
they could not obtain any knowledge or resources outside of the government, which kept them hostage
in these subject positions.
In conclusion, these dynamics created subject positions in which making counterclaims did not
occur. On the other hand, it could be argued that by accepting the project people also hoped to have a
claim on a ‘better live’ and development. The feeling of having the right to this claim seems to be still
present within communities, which will be further discussed in chapter 7. One way or another, these
dynamics limited the debate for impacted people to a mere discussion about compensation, leaving no
room for them to reject or shape the Bujagali project in the first place.
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6. The construction of the dam: the Strategic subject
A very important stage of the Bujagali project that impacted people identified was the compensation
process. During this time their properties were registered and compensations were distributed. As soon
became clear, impacted people were very dissatisfied with how the compensation processes were
executed. In the end, (part of) the impacted communities lodged several official complaints about these
compensations at the accountability mechanisms of the investments banks. This indicates a claimmaking and strategic subject, in contrast to the acquiescence of impacted people in the beginning stages
of the project. Moreover, these are only formal complaints, meaning there might be more undocumented
claims and actions. In this chapter I discuss how impacted people were able to enact their political
agency, in the light of their changing subject position over time. Therefore, this chapter will unravel the
question:
How have impacted people enacted their political agency during the execution of the Bujagali
project?
To answer this question, I discuss how the relationship of impacted people with different actors have
influenced their subjectivity and consequently shaped their political agency. I analyse this in the context
of the experienced dispossessions of impacted people, which was a starting point for them to start
granting themselves the right to make claims. The important relationships that have shaped their
subjectivity as impacted people are their village chairpersons, who were acting as representatives of the
impacted communities towards the project developers. Moreover, part of the impacted communities
entered into a relationship with the NGO the “National Association of Professional Environmentalist”
(NAPE), who supported them to get access to the transnational space of the Bujagali Project. As a result,
(part of the) impacted communities were able to interact with the international investment banks of the
Bujagali project. These different relationships and opportunities gave impacted people different
reference points for their claims, as they started to act as strategic subjects. However, these developments
differed between the different areas, being the West side of the river, the East side of the river and
Naminya resettlement. These differences in the creation of subjectivities between the different areas will
be discussed throughout the chapter.

6.1 Awareness on political agency
Unfair compensations
As discussed in chapter three, people that were directly affected by the dam and had to be physically
relocated from the project site were offered the choice between two types of compensations: resettlement
or cash compensation. Those who chose the resettlement package were relocated to the Naminya
resettlement village. People who were directly affected by the dam because they lost their lands, but did
not have to be physically relocated, were offered the choice between cash compensation or
compensation in land. Next to the compensation per family, the development of public services was
supposed to be provided in the affected villages and in the resettlement village, such as the construction
of a primary school, a community and health center, improved infrastructure, a market and other
employment and income generating opportunities. The standards of the types of compensation and the
compensation process (e.g. consultations with the ‘Project Affected People’ and their participation in
the process) had to be in line with the policies of the different investment banks. To determine what had
to be compensated, AESNP valued all the assets, as they describe in their reports: “all affected assets
were inventoried and valued, which includes land, structures (residential buildings and other structures),
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and crops” (ESG International Inc. et al., 2001, p.2). However, a large group of the impacted people
recall that the execution of the compensation processes was not rightly done. Many of them state that
the rate on which the evaluation of their ‘assets’ was based was unfair and too little and fell short in
evaluating their previous lives. Moreover, the initial evaluation was later adapted without their consent
which led to a lower compensation sum. Many impacted people therefore refer to the compensation
processes as unfair and lacking transparency. This refers to several specific parts of the compensation
process and the actual compensation.
At first, this involves the loss of main sources of income generating activities (agricultural and
fishing practices), resulting from inadequate compensation. The lands that people received as part of the
compensation, or had to acquire themselves, were often less fertile lands than the lands they used to own
along the river. Though, the surface areas of the compensated lands (either in cash or new plots), were
similar to the plots they used to own. According to the impacted people, this therefore resulted in
decreased yields and a lower quality of their crops. Moreover, the impacted people that were
compensated by new plots of land often recall that these plots are far away from their homes resulting
in travelling time and costs in order to cultivate their lands. Next to the compensated plots of lands,
impacted people were supposed to be compensated for the crops growing on their lost lands as well.
However, many impacted people state that this compensation was inadequate, as the younger crops
(between 1-3 months old) were not compensated for in the final compensation. As one of the respondents
recalls, during the compensation process these younger crops were registered by AESNP. He showed
me his first form which he received from AESNP, on which these younger crops were registered and
stated to be compensated for. However, this was reversed later when the actual compensation was paid
to the impacted people, causing a lack of money to re-invest in cash crops. Other important income
generating activities for many families were fishing and tourism. However, according to an ex-fisherman
who represented a group of fishermen during the Bujagali project, they only received one boat and one
fishing net per 10 fishermen. This was not a structural solution for their decreased incomes from fishing
caused by the dam. On the East side of the Nile, where many people lived of off tourism that was
attracted by the Bujagali falls, people were not compensated for their day-to-day labor. As some
respondents told me, they were normally selling their surpluses of yields, for example fruits’ to the
tourists that would visit the falls, or would work as a guide.
Some of the impacted people chose to be resettled to Naminya resettlement village. However,
after being resettled, they saw that the compensation had fallen short in various ways, including poorly
constructed resettlement houses without a kitchen, electricity and running water, insufficiencies
regarding the issuing of land titles, and unfulfilled promises regarding the provision of public services
such as a school and health center and income generating opportunities. Moreover, a proper road
connecting the village to the main road was missing as well which immensely decreases the mobility of
the people, especially during heavy rain falls.
Moreover, there were shortcomings in the consultation processes as women were not given the
possibilities to actively participate in the consultation processes, as mainly men were targeted by the
project developers when discussing issues around land and compensation. Even though women play a
critical and important role in family life and ensure food security, managing natural resources and
provide resources for the household. According to multiple female respondents, they were not equally
involved in the consultations about the compensation and only called in after to sign the agreement for
the compensation as well. In general, impacted people feel as if they weren’t fairly and equally treated
during the compensation processes as they had no opportunities to disagree with the proposed
compensation. As became clear during the interviews, many aspects of the day to day activities and
culture of impacted people were jeopardized because of the project, but not accounted for in the
compensation. This caused a lot of frustration among the impacted communities and a sense that they
were treated unfairly throughout the compensation processes.
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The compensation process marks a shift in the believe of impacted people in the Bujagali project and
the positive outcome that it was supposed to bring them, because of these direct experiences of
dispossession and the grievances over their previous lives that they had lost. They were starting to realize
how the project was actually shaping a new life for them and the claims that it had produced on their
matters of importance, that they used to take for granted. As respondents have told, this motivated them
to start making claims about the injustices they were facing and to reclaim the promises that were made
to them. It marks a time in which impacted people were starting to recognize themselves as political
agents, through the unfair dispossessions they suffered but also through the claim-making itself.
Contrary to their previous subject position at the beginning of the Bujagali project, in which they were
intimidated and manipulated into accepting the Bujagali project, they were now perceiving themselves
as having the rights to make claims and complaints. This was also a time in which they started to learn
about the channels through which they could make such claims and how to even produce a claim. I
noticed that in producing these claims, until date, people mostly refer to ‘the promises’ that were made
to them, which refers to the ‘better life’.
However, the opportunities for impacted people to do so were fairly limited, as they were in a
position in which they had no access to knowledge and resources that could help them to oversee all the
opportunities that were put in place for them by for example the different investment banks. As a result,
the first point of reference for them were their village chairpersons – who are part of the local
government in Uganda – and particularly because these chairpersons were granted project-specific
responsibilities. As is argued by Ferguson (1994) large-scale development projects are often dependent
upon local governments for implementation and rarely challenge the nature of that government. That is
to say, there was already a certain structure of interaction between the village chairpersons and impacted
people based on previous experiences. This created a subject position in which impacted people
recognized their abilities to make claims, but in relation to an actor that they had a history with. To better
understand the creation of the subject position of impacted people in relation to their village chairperson,
and how this influenced their capabilities to make claims at this time, I will first further zoom in on the
role of the village chairperson and the experiences that impacted people had with them.

6.2 The interaction with the village chairpersons
The village chairpersons of the different affected villages were appointed to represent their communities
and act as the contact point for the impacted people to voice their concerns and complaints towards
AESNP in the beginning stages of the project, and later towards BEL when they became the project
developers. These village chairpersons (functioning on level LC1) are part of the governmental system
in Uganda (as discussed in chapter three) and are chosen through elections, supposedly every five years.
The village chairpersons do not have specific service delivery functions or responsibilities, as they do
not manage budgets for this purpose (Ssonko, 2013). They are responsible for ensuring upwards
accountability, and on a daily basis solve disputes between community members over for example land.
During my fieldwork I spoke to several of the village chairpersons that are in charge currently or were
in charge during the project. Depending on the village, they organize community meetings every month
or sometimes every other month. In such meetings they for example discuss best agricultural practices,
or they invite for example seed companies with whom community members could collaborate with.
However, the functioning of the LC1 is questioned by academics, as they are argued to be key
instruments for supporting the patronage machinery in the country, resulting in a support for
governmental projects. Without drawing direct conclusions, I noticed during the interviews with the
chairpersons that were in charge during the project, that they all still ‘praise’ the Bujagali project and
even call it the “best project of Africa” (interview, 18-12-2018). This is however very contradicting to
the perspective of the impacted people.
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Moreover, the elections for the LC1 as well as for other levels of the local government only
incidentally took place over the years as the government stated that they could not financially bear the
costs of such elections. According to research participants, these elections were marked by corruption
and violence (interview, 18-01-2019). As a result, in some of the impacted communities the same village
chairperson has been in charge for over 20 years. The presence of these possible patronage systems at
the village level, as well as a lack of (free and fair) elections, hinder the possibilities for people to freely
express their grievances and concerns in general, and therefore also for grievances and concerns about
the Bujagali project. It was in the context of this already existing governmental system that the Bujagali
project was introduced in the area, granting the village chairpersons extra responsibilities. In this
research I have talked with the impacted people about their relationship with their chairpersons, to
unravel how they have experienced their subject position in relation to them and how this influenced
their abilities for claim-making.
After the impacted people were experiencing the injustices during the compensation processes,
they were at first appointed to their village chairperson to make claims as it was their responsibility to
discuss these claims with the project developers. As it was commonly the role of the village chairpersons
to represent their communities towards outside actors, for example with seeding companies, people were
not surprised by this. However, over time a growing frustration started to grow towards the village
chairpersons as they were not representing them in a fair manner. When I asked impacted people about
their relationship with their chairperson (who was in charge during the Bujagali project), their answers
were full of frustration and sometimes anger. Many of the respondents labelled their chairpersons as
their “enemies during the Bujagali project” (interview, 12-12-2018) and as “not being on our side”
(interview, 12-12-2018). The interpretation of their relationship as such seems to be shaped by many
experiences that impacted people had with their village chairpersons, and a significant part of these
experiences happened during the Bujagali project. It is important to note that not in all the villages the
same village chairperson is currently in charge as during the project. I believe that these experiences
during the Bujagali project increasingly contributed to a decreased legitimacy of these chairpersons in
their villages and in the end has leaded to an undermining of their position by some of the villagers.
Different dynamics contributed to this, of which an important one is the (supposed) corruption. In the
perspective of the impacted people, all of the village chairpersons that were in charge during the project
are corrupt. They are suspected of always taking things that actually belong to the communities. During
an interview someone argued the following:
“If any help is brought to the community by organizations, such as NGO’s, we do not see it here
on the ground because the chairperson always takes it. It went the same as with the
compensation from the dam” (interview, 26-01-2019).
This illustrates the deep distrust of people in their village chairperson. In the perspective of the impacted
people, the corruption among the village chairpersons caused them to receive limited benefits, or
compensation, that was actually meant for them, as the village chairpersons were functioning as brokers
throughout the project. Similarly, their complaints and claims that they made towards their chairpersons
were never seriously discussed with, and forwarded to the project developers. A wide-spread story
among the impacted people was that village chairpersons intentionally did not undertake advocacy
activities for their communities because they were bribed by the project developers. According to them,
in return for money, the chairpersons were supposed to keep the communities quiet, which greatly
influenced their current situation:
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“Our leaders were not representing us well towards the companies. There were a lot of
injustices. Our situation got worse after the Bujagali dam, but there is nothing to do about it.
God knows what would help me” (24-01-2019).
They could vocally make their claims and complaints towards their chairpersons, but knowing that their
complaints wouldn’t be forwarded towards the project developers who had the power to honor these
complaints. This wasn’t the only way in which the chairpersons were benefitting from their position
according to the impacted people. The next quote shows how impacted people felt about their
chairperson during the project:
“The village chairperson received money from BEL. He defended them instead of our
community. He told us that the our children would get jobs but they did not. He lied to us! What
should have been given to us, was given to the leaders. I feel really bad about this” (interview,
17-12-2018).
In some occasions, only the people who were politically supporting a certain chairperson were receiving
communal compensation, which marks a patron-client relationship between the chairperson and its
supporters:
“He only appointed the streets where the people had a connection with him and voted for him.
Therefore our street has no electricity poles and we have to connect ourselves to the poles
further down the road, which is too expensive for us. God knows what would help me, but the
chairperson is not on our side” (interview, 28-01-2019).
This implicit/explicit quid-prop-quo might have been present in other occasions as well. Another
example was given by a man who thought he would be employed during the construction of the dam:
“I was happy before, because I thought that I might get a job at the construction site of the dam.
But our chairperson was the one who was employing the people at the dam. People first had to
pay him a lot of money in order to be employed. I did not have this money. To be employed here,
you have to give something first” (focus group discussion, 24-01-2019).
Another man, who was supposed to receive materials to rebuild his house, told me that:
“We had to promise that we would give a part of the building materials to the chairpersons. For
example we had to give around 20 out of the 100 bags of cement we were supposed to receive
to him because he was arranging the compensation with the company” (interview, 28-01-2019).
According to others, the chairpersons also favored their own relatives for the educational training that
were given to the communities as part of the communal compensations, leaving no spots for others.
These experiences cause impacted people to feel that their village chairpersons misused their position
as brokers throughout the project and hindered their room to make claims. This created a subject position
for impacted people in which they were dependent on an asymmetric power relation with their village
chairperson. For example, a woman impacted by the dam feels that if she would have had money or
other resources to give to her village chairperson, she would have gotten a better valuation for her crops
and they “might have added some extra crops on the valuation paper, even though I did not have these
crops” (interview, 11-01-2019). According to her, “if you have money, you get more money” (interview,
11-01-2019). As the impacted people weren’t in a position to offer their village chairperson anything in
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return, they felt powerless. This limited their opportunities to freely express themselves and make
claims. It marks an agency that is dependent on whether you know the right people and if you have
resources to bring to the table. Otherwise, you might not be able to benefit from anything at all.
The frustration and anger that impacted people feel over this is further expressed by the
“othering” of their village chairperson and treating them as not being part of their community. Some
impacted people therefore stated that they do recognize their chairperson of the village, but do not
respect him as such (interview, 15-12-2018). Moreover, the village chairpersons are seen as choosing
the side of their enemy: the project developers (e.g. AESNP and currently BEL), and is therefore not on
“their side” anymore:
“The village chairperson is on the side of BEL, not on the people’s side. The chairpersons
should protect us, but they do not!” (focus group discussion, 27-01-2019).
As a result, this very much limited their room to make claims via this channel. It created a subject
position of disappointment and frustration. It also shaped a subject position in relation to their
chairpersons that was marked by hostility. However, as argued before, when they started to make claims
it does mark a time in which they started to perceive themselves as claim-making agents. But during the
beginning stages of the project impacted people weren’t aware of the other channels which were
available for them to stake their claims at and were therefore very much dependent on their chairperson.
This was an already known actor to stake their claims at as this was already part of their socio-political
space before the project was introduced. During the project, the chairperson was fulfilling a very similar
role. However, the Bujagali project produced a whole new transnational arena with new actors that were
to be hold accountable for the right and fair execution of the project. The impacted people however
weren’t fully aware at the beginning stages of the project of the totality of this new political space in
which they were put. Because in order to use such a space, one has to be able to read it. Next, it will be
unraveled how part of the impacted people were able to make use of these new subjectivities and partly
self-make these subjectivities by collaborating with a supporting ally. First, I further outline what the
transnational arena looks like which the Bujagali project produced to thereafter better understand how
impacted people navigated through it.

6.3 Entering a new political arena
The newly created transnational space
The coming of the Bujagali project has produced an interesting political arena in which transnational
investors, alliances of (inter)national NGOs, and the local- and national Ugandan governments are
engaging in political processes surrounding the Bujagali project. Normally, it are the local government
and the national government whom provide social services, ensure property rights and facilitate
democratic participation towards its citizens. The local institutions have to ensure upwards
accountability for these institutions in order to ensure the execution of their tasks. Impacted people are
therefore dependent on the local institutions for claim-making about these issues. However, the Bujagali
project created a space that operated quite differently, in which different actors met, collided and existed
along each other. The Bujagali project was financed by a group of international investment banks of
which the World Bank, African Development Bank and European Investment Bank are the largest
investors. Moreover, a project developer entered the scene who was responsible for executing the
compensation processes and the proposed community development plan. The chairpersons of the
villages were granted the responsibility to represent the impacted communities towards the project
developer. All these actors were starting to operate in a newly created political arena, all with their own
responsibilities and agendas, in which the impacted people had to navigate as well. The involvement of
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such new institutions and organizations in large-scale development projects are not necessarily pressing
up against the state, or acting as a global political order “above” the state, or replacing the state. They
rather coexist and overlay with the organs of the state; sometimes as servants, sometimes as watchdogs;
but in every case operating on the same level, and in the same global space (Ferguson & Gupta, 2002).
However, in retrospect impacted people realize that in the beginning stages of the project they could not
fully read this space and were not aware of the different development banks that were involved,
including their accountability mechanisms. They were in a position in which they lacked (access to)
knowledge and resources to do so.
The accountability mechanisms of the investment banks have to ensure that they are adhering
to their own policies regarding resettlement, compensation payments and impact assessment. Affected
individuals, communities or their representatives who are (or about to be) affected by such projects, can
lodge complaints and concerns here. In general, these complaints have to include a description of the
harm and – if possible – the banks’ policies that have been violated. Moreover, it should include the
steps taken to bring the issues to the attention of the bank staff and why their response was inadequate.
First, the institutions of the accountability mechanism decide if the complaint is acceptable after which
they might start an investigation.
The World Bank has two accountability mechanisms which are applicable for the Bujagali
project. The first one is the Compliance Advisor Ombudsman (CAO), which focuses on providing
independent dispute resolution services between affected communities and project sponsors and
independent compliance oversight of the environmental and social performance of a project. The
Inspection Panel (IPN) is the World Bank’s other independent accountability mechanism for people and
communities and provides independent investigation to determine whether harm has occurred from
noncompliance with the World Bank policies in connection with the implementation of a financed
project (World Bank Group, 2020). The Independent Review Mechanism (IRM) is the accountability
mechanism of the African Development Bank (AfDB) for affected people who have previously been
unable to resolve their problems with the AfDB’s management (AfDB, 2020). The European Investment
Bank (EIB) founded the Complaints Mechanism where affected people can lodge their complaints or
concerns about projects financed by EIB. Simultaneously, the Government of Uganda has its own laws
regarding resettlement and environment that are applicable as well. If there is any conflict between these
laws and policies, the policies of the investment banks are favored in order to ensure financing for a
project. The project developers of the Bujagali Project (being AESNP from 1999-2003 and BEL from
2005 onwards) had to act in compliance with these different guidelines and laws during the execution
of the Bujagali project. They were responsible for executing the compensation processes and the
proposed community development plan as stipulated in the Environmental and Social Impact
Assessment’ (AES Nile Power, 2001) and the ‘Resettlement and the Community development action
plan’ (2001) (AES Nile Power, 2001). These were later revised when BEL became the project developer
(Bujagali Energy Limited, 2006; Bujagali Energy Limited, 2006). If, during the execution of a project,
policies of the investment banks, or laws of the government, are not adhered to, impacted people are
allowed to file complaints at the accountability mechanisms if resolution with bank staff was not
effective. If the laws of a country are not adhered to, one can take legal steps and file a case at the court.
However, in order to undertake such steps, one has to know these rules and institutions that favor them.
As such, the Bujagali project created a political space in which the investment banks and the
local- and national government coexist and interact with each other. Simultaneously, the project
developers became partly responsible for providing social services (such as the provision of jobs, health
centers, infrastructure, electricity, land titles, education facilities and access to clean drinking water)
which would normally be the responsibility of the local government. This automatically means that there
are multiple institutions accountable for the right execution of the Bujagali project, but also in providing
the communities with basic services such as education, water access and electricity.
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If bank policies or laws are not adhered to, or if people already expect that they will be negatively
affected by a project, the involvement of the investment banks create possibilities for the impacted
people to make claims towards institutions other than the Ugandan governmental institutions. Though,
it is important to stress that such mechanisms have been created to obviate violations of policies, and
you would rather not be needing this mechanisms in an ideal situation. In order for impacted people to
operate in this political arena and make claims at (unknown) institutions, they have to be able to read
this arena first. One has to be aware of how to position themselves in such arena and know the rules that
favor them. It (partly) depends on the subject position of impacted people how they can operate in such
an arena, and possibly make claims, while simultaneously their subjectivity is being formed in this arena.
There might be a need for external allies who can help to interpret and help to change the
conditions of affected communities (Borras & Franco, 2013). Already from the start of the Bujagali
project civil society was producing a counter-narrative to the positive narrative that was created by the
national government. However, impacted people were not immediately part of this discourse, as became
clear in chapter five. This subjectivity however changed over time, which was already seen when they
started to make claims at their chairpersons because of poorly executed compensation processes. This
could therefore further explain how the collaboration with NAPE came into being at one point. It will
be discussed next how this collaboration started, and as such re-shaped their subject position.
Collaborating with NAPE
As argued before, impacted people were pushed into a difficult plight when the compensation processes
did not live up to previous made agreements and promises. Especially the impacted people in Naminya
resettlement were experiencing difficulties to sustain themselves in their new village. Because even
though the project was stalled for a few years, they were already resettled in 2001. The houses that they
were offered to live in were far below the agreed standards and they were lacking access to basic services
such as water, schools, food, infrastructure and jobs. This was especially a very heavy burden for women
as they are culturally expected to cultivate the family´s land and prepare the food for their families. The
lands that they received in the resettlement village were less fertile than their previous lands next to the
river. They had to plant new seedlings and wait for the crops to grow, while adapting their agricultural
strategies to the less fertile lands. As a woman from Naminya Resettlement explained to me:
“I struggle together with other women. We work together and move forwards. We have coped
with the situation by trying out new things. Plant this, plant that, and then we see what works
best. By just sitting nothing changes. We have to do something, and we move forwards
together.” (interview, 07-12-2018).
It shows how the women in the village felt that they had to take responsibility for growing crops and
improving their situation. However, before they could sustain themselves with the crops from their
lands, they had to spend their monetary compensation on food in the first place. Female respondents
explained that this money was handed to the men in the resettlement village and women were therefore
dependent on their men for what the money was spend on. As many respondents explain, the
compensated money was often not spent on structural investments by men, but rather on things that were
not benefitting the families such as cars or marrying other women. This led to increased stress on the
women in the resettlement village as they had to find new ways to provide food for their families.
Therefore, many women started to work on sugarcane plantations (and still do to date). After they return
in the afternoon from the plantations, they have to carry out their household tasks, cultivate their lands
and cook the food for their families. Moreover, they often have to walk far distances to gather firewood
in often illegal places, as the resettlement village does not provide for firewood. The resettlement of
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these families therefore caused many struggles for the families, and especially for women. As a woman
recalls:
“Women feel responsibility towards their children. We have mother-feelings. We find a job and
earn money so we can provide for our children. The husband does not do this, he goes away
and hang out with his friends, so we have to.” (interview, 12-12-2018)
This topic is discussed in more depth in the thesis of van der Meer (2021) which sheds light on the
gendered impacts of the dam and the agency of women in the resettlement village.
The circumstances in which the resettled people had to live were in immediate conflict with the
investment banks’ policies and the Ugandan laws, as resettled people should be provided with better
living standards than before resettlement. This was also visible when I was visiting the resettlement
village and saw that some of the houses were vacant. Respondents told me that the resettled people who
had the resources to build a house elsewhere left the resettlement village because of the poor
circumstances. Most of them stated that they would have left too if they would have had the opportunity
during this time.
The representation of the resettled people came into being differently compared to the other
villages, and their subjectivity was therefore shaped and created differently during this time compared
to impacted people on the West and East side of the Nile. The people that were resettled used to live
along the shores of Kyabirwa and were part of this local council. However, when they were resettled
this changed. As the resettled people told me, they were promised to have their own local council (LCI)
in order to be represented in the local government structure, as well as in the Bujagali project. As such,
they were told by the project developer to choose a new chairperson. According to the resettled people,
they democratically choose one of the women as their new village chairperson. However, in reality they
became part of another local council, namely the council of Naminya village. The resettled people never
elected any of the members in the council and state that the chairperson has not been advocating for the
specific problems that they faced in the resettlement village. Moreover, as I was speaking to the
appointed – unofficial – village chairperson of the resettlement village, she told me about the struggles
she faces as the representative of the resettled community. According to her, it is very difficult to voice
any concerns as she has to “go through many government layers” before the concerns of the community
reach the right person (interview, 18-01-2019), as they are subjected to the LC1 of the village Naminya.
During the first years after resettlement, the resettled people did not feel ‘accepted’ in their new
village and segregated, as they told me. This was also due to the fact that the lands where they live now
used to be cultivated by people from a neighboring village. They rented it from a landlord, who sold the
property to the project developers. The people from this neighboring village saw it as their ancestral
land, as they have been using it for over generations. As a result, they were not happy with the resettled
people moving to these lands. This created more tensions and struggles for the resettled people.
Though, as is argued by Borras & Franco (2013, p.1733), the availability of political
opportunities, which can be in the form of influential allies, can create possibilities that even weak and
disorganized actors can take advantage of. It is key that people perceive these opportunities, and
experience the room to take advantage of them. As argued before, impacted people were suspicious
towards the Ugandan Ngo NAPE. The specific state-society relation in which they were caught, as well
as the internalization of the development discourse, caused people to be wary to collaborate with NAPE.
However, the situation of the resettled people worsened and the claims that they made at their
chairperson were not efficiently responded to. Simultaneously, NAPE kept in touch with the people in
the resettled village by visiting them. As a woman from Naminya resettlement explained to me:
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“NAPE came in after the resettlement. We feared them at first, and we were afraid it weren’t
good people. We are just local people and they needed to gain our trust first. NAPE explained
their work and ideas and took their time to gain our trust. In 2005 we realized they wanted to
help us and we started working together” (interview, 11-12-2018).
In this particular case, NAPE had entered the scene as a possible opportunity for impacted communities
to claim the compensation that was promised to them in the first place. Because of the trustful
relationship that NAPE and the impacted people were able to build with each other through the
community meetings, the impacted people felt that they could enter into a safe relationship that could
help them. Collaborating with NAPE empowered impacted people to collect the compensation that they
were supposed to get. When talking about NAPE with the respondents in the resettlement village, they
are very positive about the help that the organization has given to them. As a respondent in the
resettlement village recalls:
“NAPE made us realize what was promised to us in the first place and motivated us to start
working on actively collecting these promises” (interview, 11-12-2018).
They, still to date, perceive them as an actor who has given them access to knowledge, but most of all
an actor who has motivated them to self-make their subject position. The next quote illustrates this:
“They empowered us to stand on our legs and claim what was promised to us. NAPE were like
our parents” (interview, 11-12-2018).
It shows how they were needing a supportive actor; someone who could show them that they had the
right to fair compensation and that they had the right to make claims about this. By being in contact with
such an organization, the impacted people from Naminya Resettlement started to ascribe these rights to
their subject position as impacted people. By self-shaping this subject position in such a way, they
empowered themselves to start making claims and enact their political agency. Through dialogue
between the investments banks, NAPE and the resettled community, the community was able to receive
additional compensation, three more water tanks and eco-toilets.
Because of the positive stories that the resettled community spread about NAPE, a part of the
people on the West Bank of the Nile (where the people of Naminya Resettlement originated from) started
to see the possible advantages of working together with the organization. It was during this time (around
2006) that the Bujagali project was back on the table and the new project developer BEL was appointed.
However, there were still outstanding compensation issues, despite the obligation to compensate all the
affected communities before a project can be started, as is stated in the policies of all the involved
development banks. BEL took over the project and inherited all the assets left by AESNP and promised
to address all the unresolved issues. Whereas before impacted people had to resolve their issues with
AESNP, BEL became the new responsible institution for their compensation and claims. As the project
was back on the table, NAPE was organizing community meetings to inform people on their rights as
“Project Affected People” (PAP) and the impacts of the dam:
“NAPE came here to help us. They were organizing meetings to tell us about the advantages
and disadvantages of the dam. They brought knowledge to us about the project” (interview, 1001-2019).
During these meetings, the impacted people learned about the different accountability institutions of the
involved investment banks. As a woman from one of the affected communities recalls:
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“If it wasn’t for NAPE, we would have never known the World Bank” (interview, 10-01-2019).
This also shows that the previous consultations with the impacted communities did not rightfully inform
them about the involvement of for example the World Bank, their role in the project and the relation of
impacted people to these banks. By engaging with NAPE, impacted people gained access to (legal)
knowledge, skills and support to lodge complaints at the different investment banks. A new alignment
was formed which helped them to read parts of the transnational arena which they did not know before.
For the resettled people, this was a very important turn in how they perceived their position as impacted
people and the possibilities that they had. Whereas before their claim-making felt as a failure, since their
chairperson was not responding to their complaints, they now had a powerful actor next to them who
was supportive.
What is interesting, is that not everybody immediately wanted to engage with NAPE. In
Naminya Resettlement, as well as on the West side of the Nile, there were a couple of persons who were
the firsts to start the collaboration, and who activated other community members to engage with NAPE
as well. They could be seen as the pioneers, who paved the way for other impacted people to start
engaging with NAPE as well. In Naminya Resettlement, there was particularly one advocate for NAPE,
and on the West side of the Nile two advocates who were both living in two different villages. As one
of them explained: “People did not always go to meetings with NAPE. They did not see the importance
of it, or had no time to go there” (interview, 10-01-2019). As they were actively going to all the meetings
with NAPE, they automatically became the first point of reference for NAPE as well. In later meetings
with the World Bank, they became the representatives for the impacted communities. A woman from
one of the affected villages explained to me that she was not immediately willing to engage with NAPE,
as she was not sure of the intentions of the organization, and she feared redistributive actions from the
government. However, she was negatively affected by the dam and lost part of her land, but never
received fair compensation either. When a part of the impacted communities filed their first complaint
at the CAO, and she saw that a conflict resolution was started, she became trustful as well. As she
explained to me, she therefore became part of a second group, who also filed a complaint. What I noticed
as well, is that not everybody was directly referring to NAPE as the organization that helped them to
stake their claims, but some of the people saw the so-called advocates for NAPE as their ‘supporting
other’. They mentioned their names during conversation as the ones that helped them. It shows how
NAPE was not directly visible to all the people, but in some cases worked indirectly as a support.
In conclusion, it shows how people are able to shape their subject position by interacting with a
supportive other, who can help to give a new meaning to a specific subject position. The engagement of
impacted people with NAPE was twofold. They were on the one hand motivated to start granting
themselves the rights to their compensation and fair treatment in the process. Even if this claim-making
was deflected by their chairpersons, they realized that they had the continuous right to claim their
compensation. As a woman put it, NAPE empowered them to stand on their legs, and claim what was
promised to them (interview, 11-12-2018). As such, they on the one hand started to recognize themselves
as subjects of rights. NAPE gave them the hope and feeling that this was possible as impacted people.
On the other hand, they recognized themselves as claim-making subjects as they learned about channels
through which they could stake their claims. Their engagement with NAPE gave them access to new
information and knowledge about the project and the transnational space that was created. By being able
to read this space, they could now address their claim-making to multiple actors. As they were first
bounded to their chairpersons who had to represent them at the project developer, they now accessed an
arena in which they could address this project developer through different institutions who had to hold
the project developer accountable. Moreover, impacted people learned that these institutions also carried
part of the responsibility for the right execution of the project, and therefore their claim-making could
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be addressed to these institutions as well. By engaging with NAPE they gave a new meaning to their
subject position: being strategic and active agents.

6.4 Enacting political agency
The group feeling that was created among impacted people through their interaction with NAPE,
empowered them to start making claims as such. This resulted in multiple claims that were addressed
towards different actors. After raising a number of social, economic and environmental concerns about
the project to the project sponsors, Bujagali Energy Limited (BEL), the national government and the
World Bank Group, which were not addressed properly, they filed complaints at the accountability
mechanisms. In 2007 the impacted communities – supported by NAPE and other NGOs – filed
complaints at the Inspection Panel of the WB and at the Independent Review Mechanism of the AfDB
(National Association of Professional Environmentalist, 2007). These complaints raised concerns about
inadequate compensation and resettlement issues (which were violations of their own bank policies),
and the request to investigate these concerns first before officially financing the project. Moreover, a
group of international NGOs requested the board of directors of the EIB and its president to postpone
the vote about the financing of the project until these investigations were executed.
Despite these concerns, the financing was fast-tracked and the loans were approved by the banks
in late 2007. As a result of the complaints that the impacted people filed, The Inspection Panel of the
WB (after considering the complaints eligible) started their investigation and published their report in
September 2008. The investigation showed areas of non-compliance with the WB policies and
guidelines on issues concerning the environment, hydrological and climate change risks, involuntary
resettlement, insufficient compensation and the loss of cultural and spiritual values. Some of the findings
of the investigation confirm how a subject position was created for the impacted people in which they
had a lack of access to fair and right information, and a lack of participation in the development of the
project and the compensation processes. As the investigation found there was 1) improper consultation
of affected communities and inaccurate assessment of the social impacts and mitigation measures and
2) a lack of communication with affected people to address their concerns and those of displaced
persons, with regard to the commitments made by AESNP (The Inspection Panel, 2008). As was stated
in the report:
“The public consultation process was truncated, and the APRAP failed adequately to assess and update
the previous RAP (resettlement action plan) to ensure compliance with Bank standards. The Panel found
that the effects on the people of the original displacement, and of the ensuing delay, were not fully
reflected in the APRAP (Assessment of Past Resettlement Activities and Action Plan). The Panel found
that the critical policy requirement to census all displaced persons was neglected – a decision
undermining much of the policy objectives. On the critical question of livelihood restoration, the Panel
concluded that the Project did not comply with the mandate of Bank policy to improve or at least to
restore, in real terms, the livelihoods and standards of living of the people displaced by the Project. Many
affected people also believe that other promises made under the prior project were not kept” (p. xiv, The
Inspection Panel, 2008).

Moreover, it states that BEL and the government should not assume that the resettlement and
compensation was completed successfully in, what they call, the prior project when AESNP was the
project developer. They should consider it as a new project when it was revised in 2007, which means
that a new Action plan for the communities and the resettled people should have been made. In
November 2009, NAPE filed another complaint at the EIB complaints office (National Association of
Professional Environmentalists, 2009). This was based on a field mission with local communities and
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organizations, that was supported by them and executed by the European coalition Counter Balance, in
cooperation with Sherpa (France) and CLAI (Italy). A number of violations of EIB policies were found
during this mission. Again, it was found that there had been a lack of consultations with the impacted
communities and that there was a lack of fair compensation for the impacted communities. This
complaint also specifically addressed the concerns of another impacted group, namely that of people
affected by the Transmission Line of the Bujagali dam. This Transmission Line was built to transport
electricity and therefore crosses lands and houses of families, who had to sell parts of their lands and
sometimes rebuilt their houses as a result. Part of these affected families were also impacted by the
construction of the dam, or live in the impacted communities by the dam. My fieldwork does not focus
on the effects of the Transmission Line per se, but as part of my group of respondents was also affected
by this Transmission Line, as well as by the Bujagali dam itself, I find it important to also address the
complaints and concerns of this line and the actions that were undertaken, as it as a direct result of the
Bujagali dam, and therefore part of the Bujagali project. It also partly shows how impacted people have
undertaken actions to address their concerns regarding the Bujagali project.
The construction of this line also fell under the responsibility of BEL, but was executed by the
company “Uganda Electricity Transmission Company Limited UECTL”, a state-based enterprise that is
wholly owned by the Ministry of Finance, Planning and Economic Development and is regulated by the
Ugandan Ministry of Energy & Mineral Development. According to the investigation that was down
prior to the complaint that was filed at the EIB’s complaint office, there was also no proper consultation
done for people who were affected by the line. In 2006 there was a meeting with evaluators, where the
evaluators gave them a few oral guidelines and asked them copies of their land titles. However, people
were not given any opportunity to express any comments or opinions. According to these impacted
people, the rates for their crops were even lower than during the evaluation in 2001 and were highly
influenced by the government to save money on the compensation (interview, 28-01-2019). However,
the land prices increased over the years.
Therefore, supported by NAPE, a total of 557 people affected by the Transmission Line
(including people affected by the Bujagali dam), filed a civil case in the High Court of Uganda in 2009.
There was one man who was motivating the impacted people among the affected villages by the dam to
join this group. He is one of the pioneers that engaged first with NAPE. He was also one of the persons
who was leading the case in court. When I spoke about him to people who went to court with him, they
were very grateful that the pioneer had helped them. People spoke with a lot of respect about him, and
said that he was the only one who had helped them during this time, as the chairperson of the village of
these respondents did not want them to go to court.
As a result, the case was filed on the basis of the Constitution2 and the Land Act3 which provide
for fair and adequate compensation when land is confiscated. This could be seen as a form of what
O’Brien (1996) calls rightful resistance. This is a form of partially institutionalized popular contention,
whereby aggrieved citizens seek to legitimize their causes by making use of a state’s own laws and
policies in their resistance. This is contrasted to forms of resistance in which citizens challenge the
legitimacy of rulers and protest when they perceive that authorities have failed to deliver on their own
promises. Though this case is not directly filed against the national government, but towards UECTL, it
is challenging the execution of a project that is managed by national elites.
Despite the efforts of the impacted people, filing the case in court was a lengthy and costly
process according to the pioneer. Judicial representation was a tough issue as the communities had very
limited money to pay their lawyer. Moreover, as he recalls, to discuss the case they had to travel to
Kampala which was very costly as well. Sometimes nobody would be around in the office of the court
2
3

Constitution of the Republic of Uganda (1995) - Uganda Constitutional Commission.
The Land Act – Chapter no. 227 (1998) – The Republic of Uganda.
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and they had to travel back another day. Though it is enforced in the constitution that the legislative
institutions work independent from governmental institutions, many impacted people feared that the
court was influenced by the government. According to some, this is often the case when an issue gets
political. Since the Bujagali project was a showpiece of development for the government, it might
decrease the popularity of the governments’ party if the project would possibly be delayed or would get
a bad name. Therefore, impacted people who were amongst the complainants, fear that this was the
reason that their case was not moving forward in court.
As the case in court was not being addressed over the years, representatives of the complainants
including NAPE, requested the WB CAO’s assistance in facilitating direct negotiations with UETCL to
settle all claims in 2012. Simultaneously, other complaints were raised as well. These regarded the
inadequate compensation for the Bujagali dam and inadequate compensation for damaged houses due
to the construction of the dam. In order to construct the dam, they had to blast rocks in the river Nile.
Due to the vibrations of the blasting, many walls of the houses in the impacted communities cracked
and were damaged. However, according to the impacted people, they never received any sufficient
compensation for this. The filed complaint in 2012 leaded to an out-of-court settlement between UETCL
and the complainants, mediated by the CAO, but leaving the other complaints out of sight. In May 2015,
the Mediation Settlement Agreement was adopted by the High Court of Uganda and compensations
were paid in the years after. When I spoke to the pioneer, who was one of the leaders of the case, he told
me the following:
“It was the best we could do. But the majority of the people not went to the court because they
feared to lose their property in order to pay for the case, and they were scared of the government
and their influence over the court” (interview, 12-01-2019).
It, again, displays how persistent the influence of the government is in regard to what people decide to
do or not do. Even if in theory the government should not be interacting with the juridical system, some
people fear that this will be the case anyways which withholds them from pursuing such actions. It also
shows the plural reflections of impacted people on their relationship with the government and to what
extent the government influences certain processes. Some of the impacted people did support and joined
the actions in court, while others withdrew as they feared harmful actions from the government, or did
not expect that it would help them anyways.
The people who did make claims in court enacted their political agency through institutionalized
channels. In this case, they have been able to strategically use their position as affected people and make
claims as such by deploying the different legal rules and regulation that favor them as “Project Affected
People”. When raising their complaints at the several institutions the impacted people were momentarily
organized into an informal association called: “the Bujagali Affected Community” (BAfC). As is argued
by Borras & Franco (2013), the emergence of collective perception about a (possible) threat to their
community landscape or ecology can arguably be an important shift in the structure of political
opportunity or threat that can bring different groups of people together to oppose a land deal. As in this
case, it leaded to a short moment in which the impacted people were organized and were able to raise
similar issues together in court and, with the other complaints, at the accountability mechanisms.
However, during my fieldwork, such unity among the impacted people to make claims together as the
BAfC seemed to have disappeared again, as none of the respondents referred to this specific association.
Next to the groups that have filed complaints regarding insufficient compensation for their lands,
damaged crops and houses during the construction of the Bujagali dam and the Transmission line, a
second set of complaints filed at the accountability institutions can be identified. This regards to
complaints related to labor conditions including unpaid wages and health and safety issues at the
construction sites of the Bujagali dam and the Transmission Line. Though parts of the impacted
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communities have been employed at the construction site, it is beyond the scope of this thesis to further
unravel the actions that these employees have undertaken.

6.5 Exclusion of the new political arena
As became clear, the resettled community as well as communities from the West side of the Nile started
to engage with NAPE. However, on the East side of the Nile the situation evolved differently. This soon
became clear during my fieldwork when I asked my respondents living on the East side of the Nile about
the organization NAPE. According to them they had never heard of this organization before, and never
engaged with NAPE nor with the accountability mechanisms of the investments bank. The question why
they did not engage with NAPE or with these mechanisms is answered differently by actors. I spoke to
one of the village chairpersons, who was newly elected in 2018 and therefore not in charge during the
Bujagali project. According to him, the previous chairperson was invited to meetings in which NAPE
and the investment banks, and the impacted communities entered into dialogue. However, the village
chairperson just never went to these meetings and neglected to spread the word among the community
members (interview, 17-12-2018). Community members on the West side of the Nile state that the
impacted communities on the East side were just not willing to attend the meetings with NAPE.
According to NAPE, they tried to collaborate with the impacted people on the East bank of the Nile, but
because the political leadership was inclined towards the Presidents´ party, they were not willing to
attend the meetings as this would seem as they did not support the President. According to him, the
support for the President was larger in this district, than in the district on the West side of the river.
According to a representative of NAPE, “there is only so much you can do” (interview, 23-01-2019).
As was addressed in chapter 1, many of the impacted people were intimidated or manipulated to accept
the project. Also on the West side and in the resettled community this was the case at first, which
withheld them from engaging with NAPE. However, they did start to engage with NAPE at one point.
But this was only after the resettled community had positive experiences with NAPE. As they originated
from the West side of the Nile and still had family and contacts here, a good word about NAPE was
spread easily in these communities. The communities on the East side of the Nile, though, were living
in a different district on the other side of the river. To reach the opposite side of the Nile, one has to
travel very far over the road to a bridge close to Jinja, as there is no direct bridge that connects the two
sides. Another option is to go by boat, which not many people own and which is a costly expense as you
need fuel. Moreover, the West and East side speak different languages as they live in different districts
and belong to different tribes. Information, ideas and experiences are therefore not exchanged. This also
became clear during my research as I was traveling with one of my informants from the West side to the
East side of the Nile. According to her, it was the first time that she realized that people on the East side
went through the same struggles as them, and vice versa. By not being able to access stories about NAPE
and other institutions in a later stadium of the project, communities on the East side were never aware
of possibilities to collaborate with outside actors.
As a result, the responses among communities on the East side towards the compensation
processes differ from the responses of communities on the West side. The stories about the compensation
processes are, however, similar to the other impacted communities. As a man from the East side stated:
“When the payments were done, they gave us less money than the evaluation that was done at
first. The younger crops were not accounted for anymore, though they said at first that they
would compensate them as well” (interview, 09-01-2019).
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Some people on the East Bank also feel as if they were more affected than the people on the West bank
of the Nile. According to them, a lot of the community compensation such as the market is developed
on the West side, without them being able to benefit from. The means to travel to the other side are timeconsuming and expensive.
To express their dissatisfaction with the compensation, they immediately undertook actions.
According to the impacted people they organized themselves and were stimulating each other to not
accept the compensation payments to keep their negotiating power. A man explained the following to
me:
“We refused the check at first. There was a big difference between what they said they would
pay to us, and what they actually paid. Therefore, I was refusing the check at first. I was refusing
what the government wanted to give to me. But in the end, if you have a baby to feed at home,
and you have no food, you have to accept the money” (interview, 09-01-2019).
But as became clear, they were not in the position to refuse the money as many of them struggled to pay
for school and food for their families. To further fight the unfair compensation that was paid to them,
they took the case to court themselves and tried to fight their unfair compensation. According to the
impacted people, they first tried to negotiate with the first project developer AESNP themselves, but
this was without any success. Therefore, they started to establish a detailed portfolio that included the
names of all the families affected by the dam on the East bank of the Nile and the flaws in the
compensation. It displayed the differences in what was promised to be paid to them during the
consultations and when their assets were recorded by the project developer, and what was actually
compensated in the end per affected family. According to one of the impacted people, who collected all
the records: “you have to have everything in black and white here because of the corruption. You have
to administer it so you have proof” (interview, 09-01-2019). But it was unfortunately without success.
As a woman who also went to court states:
“We took the case to court, but it stopped there. The people there were delaying it all the time,
and telling us to come buy another day. It landed on a big pile. I lost hope that it would work
out, I am tired of waiting and trying for nothing” (interview, 11-01-2019).
What is seen on the East side of the Nile, is that impacted people at first did not doubt about it
that it was their right to claim the compensation that was promised to them. They immediately organized
themselves and started to undertake actions to claim the rightful compensations. However, after they
filed their cases at court they became stuck in a slow and unsatisfactory trajectory. Over time, impacted
people started to lose hope that they would receive their rightful compensation. As the aforementioned
quote shows, people were becoming tired of waiting and trying without any results. They started to
perceive their subject position as one that lacks power and resources to amplify their voices. They felt
unheard as impacted people and therefore stopped trying at one point. After this organized group action,
the community meetings to discuss their compensation issues stopped according to the community
members. This could be explained by a lack of a recognizing and supporting ‘other’. Which is notably
in itself since one would expect that the established political channels would provide for fair treatment
and claim-making opportunities. Whereas impacted people on the West Bank were actively motivated
by NAPE, and gaining knowledge about the possible channels through which they could raise their
complaints, the impacted people on the East bank were not aware of other possibilities. They lost faith
in the possibility to file cases at court, and therefore some people who were impacted by the
Transmission Line as well, living on the East side of the Nile, did not take this to court since “it would
be a waste of time because Africans have manners of corruption. When they get bribed they forget about
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others” (focus group discussion, 18-01-2019). Also others, who filed their case at court on the East side
of the Nile, feel that corruption among the courts caused them to not address their case. Since they feel
that they cannot engage in corrupt processes because they are poor, they feel that they are excluded from
any juridical process. As a result, they started to link their subject position as impacted people to a
feeling of exclusion. In chapter 3 this will be discussed more thoroughly.

Conclusion
In this chapter it has been discussed how impacted people have given rise to their political agency during
the time that the Bujagali project was being executed. A first important episode were the experiences of
dispossessions that impacted people suffered, which motivated them to start making claims at their
village chairperson. Though it shows that impacted people were not anticipating but rather responding
to injustices that they faced, it is a moment in which they started to recognize themselves as claimmaking agents. This also indicated the first step in counteracting the dominant discourse that was created
by the national government.
It was the combination of new accountability mechanisms in place due to the transnational
investment, together with the opportunities to form alliances with supporting actors and the selfacknowledgment of impacted people as political agents that created a space for impacted people to make
claims via other channels than the dominant established channels. It shows how a subjectivity is twofold and consist of the making by actors, and the self-making of such a subjectivity. In this situation this
resulted in ‘spaces of change’ for impacted people, in which new opportunities were produced of which
they could take advantage because of their newly created subject position. It shows that to be a claimmaking subject, one has to be able to understand the political space in which it is operating and know
the rules that favor them. What is seen on the East side, is that their claims were limited to direct actions
such as not accepting the compensation, but holding the project developers accountable through claims
never happened here. A ‘supporting other’ can be essential in reading such a space and in the selfshaping of a claim-making subjectivity. However, whereas one actor might perceive a ‘supporting actor’
as a means to voice their claims, another actor might perceive this as another way of entering into a
beforehand lost conflict with a dominant actor. Also on the West side of the Nile this was present, as
not all the impacted people were willing to collaborate with NAPE for these reasons, and did not
participate in the case and court and complaints filed at the accountability mechanisms. On the East side
of the Nile, this supporting ally did not even reach the communities at all.
Despite the several actions undertaken impacted people are currently still dissatisfied and
frustrated about their lives, though their spaces of change have already changed and in some cases
diminished. Moreover, the contestations over land as a result of the Bujagali dam are still continuing
and therefore not a closed chapter yet. In the next chapter it will be discussed how these experiences
have influenced their subject position, and how impacted people are currently responding to their
situation.
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7. The Aftermath: the Navigating subject
As became clear in chapter two, impacted people still feel largely aggrieved by the Bujagali project as
the promises about compensations and improved lives were never lived up to according to them. After
exploring different avenues of possibilities and enacting their political agency, impacted people were
left unsatisfied and frustrated with the outcomes of the project. This chapter will address the current
situation of impacted people and further zooms in on how impacted people deal with these outstanding
claims. Moreover, although the construction of the Bujagali dam was finished in 2012, the project is
continuously producing new land claims and negative effects on the lives of impacted people. Therefore,
in this chapter the following question will be answered:
How do impacted people currently deal with their outstanding claims and the continuous effects
of the Bujagali project on their lives?
At first, I zoom in on who impacted people feel that is responsible for their outstanding claims, and if
they see any possibilities for themselves to continue or restart their claim-making as such and why. I
mostly pay attention to the relationship with their chairperson, the national government and NAPE to
entangle how these relationships currently influence their claim-making. I further illustrate how
impacted people experience these relationships by the continuous episodes of contention over land
control in their area, and their lack of power to determine the rules of inclusions over these land claims.
In its turn, I reflect on what this does with their experienced subjectivity as impacted people.
In this chapter it becomes clear that impacted people transformed into being a, what I call,
‘navigating subject’, in which they consciously choose to engage or not engage with certain actors who
they cross paths with. As opposed to the ‘strategic subject’, in which they actively made claims in the
realm of the newly created political space, they now rather operate on a local level with actors outside
of this space. This is a result of the unsatisfying actions that they undertook before with actors in this
space, and as they lost trust they stopped engaging with them. These local, more disguised interactions,
show how impacted people move past their subjectivity of ‘affected people by the dam’ to pursue their
fight for a better live.

7.1 The government as a non-caretaker
In their ever changing social environment, impacted people are actively navigating and seeking new
opportunities to make claims, while other avenues are disappearing. The spaces of change that the
Bujagali project had created because of its transnational character are diminishing. The construction of
the dam was finished in 2011, and although claims have been lodged at the CAO after date, the attention
of civil society and their support for the impacted people has been decreasing. Their funding to
continuously support the impacted people is lacking. On the West Bank of the Nile and in Naminya
Resettlement the presence of NAPE is very much missed, since they still experience the consequences
of the Bujagali dam:
“NAPE knows that we need their help. But they cannot always reach us because we are far away”
(interview 25-11-2018).
As NAPE was the actor who supported them to actively make claims, and to perceive themselves as
strategic subjects, it has been a hard pill to swallow that NAPE has been leaving the scene. What became
clear during fieldwork is that impacted people are still to date struggling over how they have been treated
during the Bujagali project, and the outcomes that the project has given them. Various claims have been
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lodged after the project was finished, but many issues remain outstanding and have not been resolved
until date.
What became clear during the research is that impacted people feel that ultimately the national
government is responsible for taking care of them. As they are the initiators of the project, they feel that
they should have delivered on the promises that were made to them. Impacted people feel that they have
given parts of their resources and are therefore entitled to benefits of the project, which the government
should have provided. As an impacted person argues:
“We gave our lands, and expected something in return. We believed that the government would
help us” (interview, 14-01-2019).
It shows how people ultimately expected that the government would help them, and their claim-making
is ultimately pointed towards them. Even if there would be an actor that would not treat them right, as
BEL did. Simultaneously, they still blame BEL as well for not rightfully executing the compensation
processes. As someone argues: “BEL never did what they should, I feel bad about them” (interview, 1901-2019). However, the involvement of the investment banks and the project developers might have
also given the opportunity for the national government to ‘hide’ behind these actors and take a more
disguised position. As was seen in chapter six, people were mostly making their claims towards the
project developers, as they were responsible for the execution. This might however, also came into being
since these avenues were more fruitful for the impacted people.
As a result of the disappearing access to the transnational space, and the claims that have not
given them the results as wanted, impacted people are in the first place more dependent on their
governmental institutions to make claims about their resources of importance. However, as a result of
their experiences during the Bujagali project with corruption, intimidation and their lack of influence on
their leadership, there is a wide concern among impacted people about the legitimacy of governmental
institutions in Uganda. There is a persisting and widely spread feeling among impacted people that the
government holds all the power and resources to make decisions and implement them, leaving them
powerless without any room to take part in decision-making processes. A woman explained to me how
she feels about the government:
“If the government wants something, you cannot fight them, they have the money. You just have
to accept it, there is no one to run to for help” (interview 11-12-20218).
This has resulted in compliance with the demands of the government, since people feel that they stand
no chance to influence a decision and fear distributive actions if they would. Even if these decisions
heavily influence their lives negatively, people feel that this is something they “just have to endure”.
They feel that they stand no chance anyways, so why should they even try? This largely has to do with
the suspected corruption within all governmental institutions. As a woman strikingly summarizes what
many people stated during interviews:
“The government is the owner of the program, and they will win in the end. They can bribe your
lawyers with money, and they have more money to employ good lawyers. You stand no chance.
Do not be your own lawyer because you will lose” (interview, 29-11-2018).
Their experiences over time make them feel that their position as local and ‘poor’ communities makes
that they cannot meaningfully engage with these institutions, as corruption is the system on which
interactions with these institutions are based. Simultaneously, they believe that if the national
government has any funding available for their area it will never reach the ground, because all the
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governmental officials will take their part first. Therefore, making claims via governmental institutions
is largely recognized as a strategy that has proved time consuming without gaining recognition for their
claims. As many people state, after trying for several times it has proven not worth their time and effort.
Because of their position at the “bottom of the corruption ladder”, they have limited strategies to ensure
that their complaints and grievances bypass bureaucratic and corrupt roadblocks. As a woman strikingly
put it:
“If you have money, they [the government] will listen to you. Otherwise they will not. When you
are poor, you cannot talk. Only the rich people can talk”. (interview, 26-01-2019).
This quote illustrate how impacted people perceive their subject position in relation to the government.
They feel that they are not in the position to voice their complaints, claims and opinions. As a result, the
‘self’ that has been created in relation to the government is marked by disappointment and
dissatisfaction. This is contrary to the compliance and acquiescence of people as identified in the first
stage of the project. It also shows how impacted people are very aware of their situation and their
possibilities to make claims, as it is a conscious and considered decision to not oppose or interact with
governmental institutions.
This is also seen in their relationship with the village chairperson, who is on a local level a
representative of the local government, and who should be a representative of the village members as
well. Within this relationship, they are not willing to engage with their village chairperson anymore.
Impacted people have never felt acknowledgement of their village chairpersons in their grievances and
losses. As a matter of fact, the village chairperson still to date advocate for the Bujagali project and the
wealth that it brought to the area. During an interview with one of the village chairpersons, who was
representing the community during consultation processes, the following was said:
“The Bujagali project is the best project of all Africa, it went very well. There was no stealing
of machines or materials during the project and no corruption. People in the area benefited
from the project, they have piped water, electricity and schools were given to them” (interview,
18-12-2018).
Besides of searching for the absolute ‘truth’, this is in stark contrast with how the impacted people
generally have experienced the Bujagali project. However, due to a lack of free and fair elections in
Uganda (as well as for the parliament, President and for the local governments) impacted people lack
opportunities to choose new representatives and limits the room for people to have political influence.
In 2018, after 17 years of waiting, elections for the village levels (including the village
chairperson) and parish levels were finally held. According to the government, the gap of years in
between the elections is due to the high financial costs. But as is argued by Trip (2010) - although many
outside observers and development agencies such as the World Bank, characterize the local councils in
Uganda as an expression of popular democratic participation – they are in fact key instruments for
supporting the patronage machinery in the country, resulting in a support for governmental projects.
Moreover, by passing the Local Governments (amendment) Bill4 the elections are exempted from using
secret ballot. The Bill proposes that the elections at these levels should be conducted by lining up behind
the candidates or their representatives. This voting system is very fraud-sensitive, and according to the
community members resulted in a lot of violence and fraud. Therefore, in six of the eight impacted
villages, the same village chairpersons that support the Presidents’ party were re-elected. These
chairpersons were thus also in charge during the Bujagali project and according to the villagers
responsible for limiting their opportunities to make claims. Even in the two villages where a new village
4
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chairperson has been elected, the opportunities for these leaders to improve the situation of community
members are expected to be limited by the community:
“The elected ROC is just new. They cannot afford to help our people, because they do not have
the means to directly help us. The subcounty will just put their complaints aside, they’re not
acting upon it. The ROC might forward the matter but it will not work anyways. They need
someone else to help them” (group conversation, 19-01-2019).
So even if people might have new representatives, they are still stuck in the corrupt network of the local
government and never expect that their claims will be forwarded. As a result, impacted people have
limited options to express their dissatisfaction and create a subject position in which they can make
claims. As a result, some of the impacted people express a form of resistance towards their village
chairperson as what is referred to as “hidden transcripts” (Scott, 1990). These are forms of speech and
behavior that occur when the subordinated congregate “offstage”: particularly when the powerful are
out of earshot (Besnier, 2009). Though they might act compliant in public with their oppressor, in other
occasions the “subordinate” can express their resistance towards their oppressor in for example stories,
songs, and gossip or other particular behavior. It creates a discourse of dignity, in which they oppose
the continuous denial of their status by their oppressor. Such a discourse of dignity gives impacted
people the opportunity to – in limited ways - self-shape their subject position as agents who consciously
choose themselves who they want to engage with, granting themselves some sort of power.
This discourse of dignity is on a small scale created by individuals in different ways. For
example in the villages where the same village chairperson is still in charge as during the Bujagali
project, it became clear that people were on the one hand very clearly expressing their disrespect towards
their village chairperson in conversations with me, while on the other hand, they were still following
frameworks of for example asking his permission for certain activities. This became apparent when I
asked my informant to organize a focus group discussion in her village with impacted people. To do so,
we first had to gain permission of the village chairperson in order to be allowed to gather with this
amount of people. This has to do with the Public Order Management Act5 that has been endorsed in
2013, in which it is stated that public meetings in which matters of public interests are discussed in a
public space, need to be authorized by the police and/or an authorized officer. This act has gained a lot
of attention from many different (international) organizations and academics (Amnesty International,
2014; Article 19, 2013; Elau, 2019) for drastically violating the freedom for assembly and expression
which are internationally protected rights. This act, that has been put in place by the government under
the presidency of Museveni, demands that for every meeting in a group authorization is needed.
According to community members a group is defined as five or more people (though the act seems not
to pinpoint an exact amount), and is seen as a response to concerns of the government about increasing
dissent through political opposition protests and civil society calls for enforcement of human rights and
good governance (Amnesty International, 2014). This very much limits the room for manoeuvre for
impacted people and opportunities to organize and make claims together.
As a result of this act, in order to be allowed to organize the focus group discussion, we had to
gain permission of the village chairperson. Therefore, we went by his house to meet him and ask for his
permission. Interestingly, on the one hand, by adhering to this law and asking for permission the “power”
of the village chairperson and the state who has implemented this law is reinforced. On the other hand,
people had expressed multiple forms of “hidden transcript”, outside of the earshot of this village
chairperson, expressing frustrations and anger towards the village chairperson. During multiple
conversations I heard the village chairperson being accused of corruption during the Bujagali project,

5

The Public Order Management Act – the Republic of Uganda.

61

ranging from disguising money to favoring his own family members in - what were supposed to be communal benefits of the Bujagali project. This was for example also discussed during the focus group
discussion itself among multiple people.
Another similar example came from a man from the same village, in which he clearly stated outside of the public realm - that he does not respect his village chairperson, while at the same time
adhering to the act that is in place. As he told me:
“You always have to invite the village chairperson when you are calling a meeting with
community members. I do not respect the village chairperson, but I have no other option. For
example during meetings with the community to discuss the poor compensation of the
transmission line we did not want to avoid the village chairperson. We still went to him to ask
for permission, because he is the leader and we are obliged to” (interview, 12-01-2019).
However, expressing towards others and to me that he does not respect the village chairperson can create
a feeling of dignity. This is not the only form in which the impacted people find ways to express their
dissatisfaction and frustration towards governmental institutions, as other opportunities are lacking. As
part of the impacted people still experience new episodes of contention over land control, they find new
ways to express their non-compliance in forms of what Scott (1985) calls “everyday resistance”. This is
further analyzed next.

7.2 New episodes of contention over land control
The Bujagali project produced contestations over many resources in the environment of impacted
people, ranging from their lands and houses to communal resources such as the White river Nile and its
flora and fauna. And even though the construction of the dam was finished in 2012, the Bujagali project
is still (indirectly) producing new episodes of contention over the resources of impacted people. One
such example has to do with claims that are made by the government on the land of the riverbanks at
the White Nile river. In principle, these claims adhere to the rules that are determined in the National
Environmental Act (1995) and further stipulated in ‘The National Environment (Wetlands, River Banks
And Lake Shores Management) Regulations’ (National Environment Management Authority, 2000). In
these regulations it is stated that the riverbanks and lakeshores have to be protected from human
activities likely to adversely affect the rivers, lakes and the living organisms therein, for the common
good of the national citizens of Uganda. Respectively, “river bank” means the rising ground, not more
than 100 meters long, bordering or adjacent to the natural course of a river. These regulations are
managed by the “National Environment Management Authority (NEMA)”, established as a statutory
institution under the National Environment Act6. The management of riverbanks is done by NEMA in
collaboration with the relevant lead agency (an institutions with (some) political authority). For the
construction of the Bujagali dam, a river basin was created that caused the river to rise enormously
upstream of the dam. The shores of the river therefore expanded land inwards. Simultaneously, the 100
meters of riverbank that is to be protected by NEMA moved further land inwards.
At the time of my fieldwork I visited the riverbanks, also at the impacted communities on the
east side of the river. A man who’s land runs up to the river shore showed me around here. During our
walk, he pointed out the poles that BEL had placed to demarcate where their river basin of the dam
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starts. However, in some places these poles already disappeared due to erosion of the river banks, and
the river had taken at least 50 meters or more already (see figure 5).

Figure 5: the pictures show the concrete poles that are placed by BEL, and the inlet created by the river.

As the man explained, the owners of these lands are concerned that this strip will increasingly move
land-inwards over time, since the river shores are eroding. This would mean that they would slowly lose
more land over time. Moreover, the man told me that they were not aware that the riverbanks are
supposed to be a protected part, and are therefore ‘owned’ by the government. They only became aware
of this until this was announced to them in an intimidating way. According to him and his community
members, the representatives of the lead agency that collaborates with NEMA (which is according their
subcounty) visited their village to announce, without further consultation, that it was not allowed to
cultivate anything on this strip of land. They carried guns with them, which made the community
members feel very intimidated by this surprise visit. During another surprise visit, the authorities put
down stones to demarcate the borders of the environmental strip. From this day on they were officially
not allowed to cultivate any crops anymore on this strip. Nonetheless, at this time they were still
cultivating (cash) crops here, which would mean that they would lose these parts of their lands ánd their
crops. Moreover, according to them, it was announced that the strip contained 200 meters land inwards
measured from the point where the water of the river touches the land, instead of the 100 meters that is
determined in the regulations. When I asked him and others how they responded, they said that they felt
that there was nothing that they could do because they felt threatened by the guns:
“The 200 meters of land that was bought by the government was already taken by the water. If
the government wants more land, they will just take it. There is nothing we can do. If you do not
accept it, they just bring guns as they did. They hurt you but there is nothing you can do”
(interview, 26-01-2019).
Another villagers later complimented: “they came in with guns here, how can you do anything?”
(interview, 26-01-2019). People are afraid that the government will take the land by force if they would
oppose the land claims by the government. By this threat, their ability to publicly object this decisions
or demand compensation was taken away. It, again, shows there relationship with the government which
is based on fear and distrust. Moreover, their opportunities to oppose these land claims have diminished,
compared to land claims that were directly linked to the Bujagali project. These new episodes of
contention lack the transnational arena of investment banks and international civil society, and therefore
their accountability mechanisms. They are therefore thrown-back on the governmental claim-making
structures.
What is interesting though, is that the community members have found other ways to express
their dissatisfaction with these claims outside of public and open claim-making. The community
members told me that they removed the stones that were put to demarcate the strip of 200 meters. All
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community members seem to be knowing about this, though they do not exactly pinpoint who physically
removed the demarcation. The person who has removed the stones depends on the complicitous silence
of the others to escape any form punishment, and therefore it shows some level of cooperation (Scott,
2008, p.36). And though they might not perceive it themselves as a direct action against the government
and their decision to claim the land as it is not through a direct dialogue with the government, it could
be seen as an action that Li (1996, p.9) calls “de facto claim-making”. She argues that subordinate groups
may be more effective in asserting their interests through direct action rather than argumentation: de
facto claiming and making use of resources, even while their rights to do so may be in dispute.
Moreover, when I was visiting the riverbanks, parts of these riverbanks were still being
cultivated and crops were being grown, despite the announcement that they were not allowed to. Though
the space of these people to claim the land through argumentation was limited by the actions of the
government, they have claimed the land by continuously cultivating these lands and removing the stones.
It shows how people actively and consciously chose another strategy besides formal claims, that gives
them more leverage. It is a form of what Scott (1985) refers to as “everyday resistance”. Such political
actions might be overlooked or dismissed as insignificant, though they can be of meaning and a sign of
resistance on a local level, where village norms and charitable practices might change the processes that
are threatening the livelihoods of people. As is argued by Scott (2008, p.57), most “everyday resisters”
are rather like opponents of a law who estimate that it is more convenient to evade it rather than to
change it.
I found a similar example on the West bank of the river Nile, where the environmental strip is
already in place and many trees have been planted on behalf of NEMA in this part. When I was showed
around here by a local, I immediately saw that in between these trees crops were being grown, though
people are not officially allowed to. A couple of boys were present here as well and moving around with
their cattle. The people who I have spoken to in this area were very well aware of this environmental
strip, but were growing their crops here since this part of the land is the most fertile due to the sediments
of the river (see figure 6). They feel that they are entitled to cultivate these lands, as they have lived here
before the dam as well and these used to be their lands. In order to cultivate these lands, no public
challenge is needed and no field of direct confrontation is volunteered. Impacted people were removed
off their lands when the dam was being built, while quietly returning at a later date. This gives them
safety and anonymity since they do not have to openly oppose the authority and laws, while being able
to express their dissatisfaction with governmental decisions and have effective results for themselves.

Figure 6: on the top pictures of crops and cattle on the environmental strip are shown. On the bottom
pictures the crops that are grown under the transmission line are shown.
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These forms of “every day resistance” are suited best to those realms of conflict where the problems of
control by authorities is greatest (Scott, 2008, p.53). State authorities will naturally respond with greater
force to open defiance which seems to jeopardize their position and for this reason these undeclared
forms of resistance are on the safer terrain and minimize their maximum loss. Simultaneously, it shows
how these communities feel that they stand no chance in making open and public counter-claims towards
governmental institutions. Through such acts, they still make claims on their resources, and try to
‘shield’ themselves as much as possible from interactions with governmental institutions though this is
not always possible. The local government still approaches people in a very demanding way, without
leaving them the room to discuss these demands. An example of this can be shown in the following
letter. It is a letter from the municipal council, part of the local government structure, in which ‘farmers’
are demanded to corporate with the data collection of a UK company on their harvests. As the letter
states: “.. you are required to cooperate with the bearer of this letter..” (see figure 7). It shows the ‘tone’
that the government uses towards the communities and how through speech and just making claims on
their time and assumed collaboration, they (try to) keep on producing an ‘acquiesce’ subject.

Figure 7: the letter that was send from the local government to farmers in the municipal area.

Industrialization of the area
Another episode of contention over land control started when the area on the West side of the Nile was
appointed as an industrial area to further attract international investment to the country. This has, after
the construction of the dam was finished, resulted in the construction of many different factories in the
area ranging from battery factories to steel factories which are scattered around and in the villages,
sometimes constructed next to the houses or schools of people (see figure 8).
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Figure 8: A factory in one of the impacted villages, fenced with a large wall and producing a lot of smoke.

However, this episode of contention over land differs from the previous explained episode, as the actor
who claims are appointed to is outside of the governmental institutions. Though the development of this
industrial area is initiated by the national government, the factories are mostly constructed by foreign
investors. To gain enough land for the construction of a factory, such an investor first buys pieces of
land from different small-scale farmers. After an investor owns a large plot of land he can start with the
construction of the factory. This results in a scattered industrial landscape with factories on both sides
of the asphalted road that runs parallel of the river Nile. High walls on the borders of the factories plots
mark their territory. Next to these walls small farmers are still cultivating their crops, children are going
to school, and healthcare centers provide their services.
In general, the communities have not been pleased with the construction of the factories in their
communities and they are negatively influencing their lives. There are many health concerns, because
of the toxic smoke that the factories are producing. According to the respondents limited actions have
been undertaken to filter the smoke. Moreover, they argue it is affecting the growth and quality of their
crops. Next to this, the employees working at the factories are ill-treated. There is no minimum wage
which means that employees earn as much as 2-3 dollars a day. Security measures are limited resulting
in heavy injuries and sometimes death. Moreover, minors are employed because ages are not sufficiently
checked and there is job insecurity.
From the start there were limited possibilities for impacted communities to influence the
appointment of an industrial area by the national government in their communities. Multiple respondents
stated that they were not previously informed. As a woman recalls:
“We had to read it in the newspaper that a battery factory was going to be built in our
community. Nobody informed us about it before, we just had to accept it ”(interview, 27-012019).
Similar to the construction of the Bujagali project in their area, they were not engaged in the decision to
industrialize their area. It again stresses the one-way relationship that people have with their government,
and their compliance with it as they have very limited opportunities to oppose such deals:
“The president decided that this is an industrial area. He said he wants to create jobs for
Ugandans. We have to do what the government decides and sell our land if needed.” (interview,
27-01-2019).
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As a man made clear, it is not that they are by definition against the construction of factories in their
area in general, but as the land owners and communities that give their land for these factories they want
to have influence on the conditions of the projects:
“The government gave the Indians permission to settle here. It is good that they bring
investment, but too much power is given to the factories. They should listen to our complaints
and the government should implement a minimum wage” (interview, 30-11-2018).
Also in this situation, impacted people are frustrated about their lack of engagement in determining the
terms of inclusion. As a community, they feel that they have limited opportunities to engage. As they
feel inherently poor, they feel that they stand no chance against the rich factories, who have the
government’s support:
“The factory owners have money, they will take lawyers if you object. I tried to talk to the
subcounty about it, but they did not respond. I feel bad about the factories. Some children have
jobs there, they mix the chemicals. They are exploited and only around 17 years old. They
sometimes die, or they might lose a leg due to explosions” (interview, 05-12-2018).
Moreover, I visited the house of a woman that was located right next to a high wall of a factory. She
told me that the factory had gradually expanded and now bordered her land (see figure 7). This was
causing major disturbances relating to loud noises during day and night. Moreover, the wall collapsed a
couple of months before and had destroyed her crops. She did not get any compensation from the factory
owner. She went to her village chairperson multiple times to discuss if he could help her with selling
her land to the factory as well, as she did not want to live here anymore. However, he did not respond
to her requests and she felt disappointed and powerless to do anything about her situation. It shows the
difficult position that people are in in relation to these factory owners, as there are no direct channels
through which they can voice their complaints and concerns.

Figuur 7: the factory that is constructed right next to the lands and houses of people.

What makes it even more difficult is that these investors all run their own project, and there is not one
land deal to oppose. Every time a factory is being constructed, some farmers are involved in the land
deal while others remain with the disturbances of the running factories. It creates individual
subjectivities between farmers and different investors. As they often perceive these investors as powerful
actors, they feel that they stand no change to oppose anything that they demand. For example, I
encountered a woman who told me about the plot of land that she bought two years ago. Without her
noticing it, a factory company bought the land right in front of her house. She told me that she was never
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informed about this, and had no idea who she could go to to talk about her concerns, as she worried
about the health impacts the factory would have (stemming from the experiences with other factories in
her area). Moreover, some of the members of the community would be happy to sell their land to the
investors, as they feel that their environment is being polluted and they would rather move to a different
area. Others feel that the community is losing too much land and should therefore not sell any more land
to the investors to keep some sort of negotiating position and control in the area. It shows the different
responses and opinions about whether to sell land to the investors. As a woman explains, as opinions
are scattered it is difficult to keep opposing the construction of the factories in their area:
“They did not inform me about the factories being built here. I complained about it at my
chairperson, but others keep quiet and just migrated somewhere else. So now I just let it be”
(interview, 05-12-2020).
These contestations over land put continuous pressure on the lands of the people. Moreover, it creates a
subject position for impacted people in which they lack possibilities to express their claims and opinions.
All of these episode of contention over land, produced by the Bujagali project, made that impacted
people started to experience this subject position as one that is marked by marginalization, exclusion,
invisibility and dispossession. Therefore, I discuss next what it means to be an impacted person now,
and how this subjectivity is experienced by impacted people.

7.3 The subjectivity as impacted people
Impacted people have had many different experiences during the Bujagali project with changing subject
positions over time. The claims that they were able to make towards different actors have partly helped
them in their struggle for justice during the Bujagali project. However, impacted people currently still
feel mistreated as the claims that they made were not adhered to properly. Moreover, continuous land
claims are made produced by the Bujagali project, without them having opportunities to enact their
political agency. As became clear during my research, impacted people started to link this subjectivity
to feelings of dispossession. They have grievances over losses of cultural habits, their environment and
lands, but also experience a loss of belonging, pride, identity and independence. Moreover, for some
impacted people their subjectivity is linked to marginalization and feelings of exclusion.
A feeling of invisibility and exclusion seems to be most present in Naminya Resettlement. There
is currently a general feeling among community members that they are invisible for the government as
impacted people and citizens in general. This feeling is caused by how they have been treated by the
government over time, and is partly explained by them by the location of their resettlement village. They
experience their resettlement village as being “deep in the hills” and as an isolated place, which makes
them therefore invisible for governmental institutions. They have continuous struggles with their
decreased mobility compared to their pre-resettlement lives. Important places such as markets, hospitals
and schools are all located on far walking-distances. Moreover, they have limited options to visit family
members and other communities. In order to reach the resettlement village from a main road, one has to
walk a far distance from over bumpy and sandy paths. Taking a motor taxi, as I was able to do during
my fieldwork, is a costly option for the resettled people. Moreover, during rains these roads turn into a
mud slide which makes it even harder to reach or leave the village. A woman in the resettlement
explained that they are not important for the government:
“The roads are damaged here, they are in a very bad condition because of the rain. But who do
we have to turn to? Other areas are helped, but we are left out. The government does not come
here.”
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It again shows how they expect the government to be the actor to take responsibilities for these matters,
though they are simultaneously disappointed as this actor is not responding to their needs. They feel
excluded and marginalized and are aware that they are not being seen. It shows how they feel that activity
starts with being recognized as a certain subject. An elderly couple gave an example of this, in which
they feel that they are invisible for the government, and therefore do not receive healthcare:
“We have to like our home, because we have nowhere else to go. Before resettlement we had
fertile land, but now we have to work very hard, and the crops remain very small… The
government gives healthcare money to elderly in some areas, but not here. Our concerns and
struggles over our livelihoods do not reach the government, and they do not come here. Also
NAPE hasn’t been here for a long time, but we cannot blame them. And we cannot blame the
government because they do not know” (interview, 29-11-2018).
As a result, people have been starting to link their invisibility to being “difficult to help”:
“I live deep in the village, so I do not know who could do something about my situation here. I
will see where chances come from, maybe from unexpected people” (interview, 04-12-2018).
On the east side of the river Nile, people linked their identity to the place where they used to live. Living
next to the Bujagali falls, a place of natural beauty which would attract people from many places of
Uganda and over the world, gave them a sense of pride. During an interview a respondent proudly told
me that even important Ugandan ministers and international politicians would visit their place to see the
Bujagali falls. They very much feel that this sense of pride was taken away from them. Moreover, many
fishermen feel that part of their identity was stolen from them, as they cannot practice their jobs anymore.
A fisherman explained to me that most of them were taught how to fish from a very young age onward.
They never had an education because they were already in a very lucrative business which they build
their lives around. It gave them the opportunity to start a family, have plenty of nutritious food for them
and gave them a sense of belonging. The women were also a part of this, as they were often responsible
for selling the fish and preparing the meals for their family. Even if their husbands were not there, they
often possessed some nets which gave them the independence to take care of their children if their
husbands suddenly were not there for some weeks, or even months. As such, many impacted people
perceive their previous lives as the ideal lives.
The right for a better life
Another interesting dynamic in relation to their subjectivity as impacted people is that they feel
mistreated because they were not able to benefit from the project and were therefore deprived of their
opportunity towards a better life. At the start of the project, impacted people were told that they would
be given the chances to structurally improve their lives, and that they would have many beneficiaries
from the project. Many respondents explained that they have given their lands and resources for the
Bujagali project, but were never given the opportunity to profit from the project directly. As a respondent
explained:
“We were told that we would pay less for electricity, but we actually pay the same as others. We
were never favored. At least they should have given us cheaper electricity or for free. We’re
paying the same as others who did not lose their properties and lives” (21-09-2019, focus group
discussion).
They feel that as the people who gave their resources for the project, they should be able to benefit more
than other Ugandans from the project. Other people told me that they would have liked to be offered a
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stake in the Bujagali dam, so they could have been part of the profits that the dam makes. Without such
options being offered to them, people do not feel recognized for the losses that they suffered:
“We did not get a share in the project. We did not benefit from it at all. We lost our lands for
nothing.” (interview, 29-11-2018).
As a result, impacted people could not pursue their ambitions to improve their lives as they would like
to. Many impacted people explained to me that they want to develop themselves as farmers, or would
like to start a certain business. They would like to expand their farmlands in order to make more profit
at the markets where they sell their surpluses of crops, and purchase for example a dairy cow. Others
would like to have been offered a starting capital for a small business, for example via the stakes that
they could have had in the Bujagali dam. Many of the impacted people long for what they perceive as a
better life. As became clear, they feel that it is their right as impacted people to have these opportunities
towards a better live, as they were the ones to ‘suffer’ from the project. During fieldwork, I noticed that
this claim on a better live, but the lack of perspective on obtaining this caused much frustration among
some of the people. Some people are actively seeking for recognition in this claim. I noticed this for
example when I was interviewing a man who I had to ensure that I would take his picture, and put it in
my report (16-01-2019, interview). He told me that he wanted to make sure that the government, but
also BEL, would know about the grievances he still suffered every day.
People see it in essence as the responsibility of the government to support them in developing
these dreams. Simultaneously, they blame the project developer for the shortages in compensation and
their impoverished lives that they currently experience compared to their previous lives. People feel that
these actors should have taken care of them as impacted people, as the government was the initiator of
the project and promised them better lives, and BEL company was responsible for the execution of the
project and their compensation.
This shows that their current perceived subjectivity as impacted people is not only about their
grievances, but also about their terms of inclusion into the Bujagali project. As is argued by Peluso and
Lund (2011), the extension of domestic and global capital in controlling land and its uses (of which the
Bujagali project can be seen as a variation of) can be accurately described as “land control grabbing”.
Hence, land grabs are more about who gets to control certain parts of land and who is included in new
activities around these lands. The terms of inclusion are, as a result, crucial, and may be on more or less
adverse terms for people who have lost their lands. Peasant attitudes to land grabs, or in this case the
Bujagali project, may then be conditioned by the ‘terms of inclusion’ (Hall et al., 2015). Simultaneously,
how they experienced the terms of inclusion influence how they perceive their subjectivity as impacted
people. In this case they link their subjectivity to being deprived from opportunities for a better live,
though they see it as their right to have this opportunity.

7.4 Creating new opportunities
Despite that people feel that they have been deprived of avenues to pursue ‘better lives’ by the
government and the project developers, they have been actively seeking for new opportunities to do so.
During my fieldwork it has become clear that impacted people are actively trying to form new
relationship with actors that could possibly give them these entitlements, for example with local or
international NGOs, ´Muzungu´s` (foreigners who immigrated to their communities), and investors or
donors. These are actors outside of the realm of the government and BEL. This could therefore be a
more promising and immediate avenue to pursue better lives. Within the communities, different avenues
are explored and acted upon, ranging from short-term engagement with new actors to building longterm relationships with new actors in their area. In this way, they are actively creating new subjectivities
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for themselves besides being impacted people who are not recognized in their grievances. In an ideal
situation, this would create a subjectivity in which they have power over their inclusion in projects, and
in which they can determine the terms of inclusion. I for example interviewed a man that wants to host
an investor on a part of his land. In this way, he wants to create job opportunities and economic
development for his community:
“I have a big piece of land behind here. I would rather to have a project here which could benefit
the community and my children as well. I would like to have an investor here on this land, maybe
a factory. I want development for our community.” (interview, 09-01-2019).
As he can be in charge of the agreements that are made with such a factory, he can make sure that his
community is included in the development and benefits that such a factory might bring.
In Naminya Resettlement, the women are finding new ways to organize themselves in order to
improve their living situation. Over time, the women have created a strong group feeling through their
shared experiences after resettlement and the struggles they went through. Still, it is very difficult for
them to sustain there families, as they feel that they cannot depend on their husband for providing for
them:
“Women feel responsibility towards their children. We have mother-feelings. We find a job and
earn money so we can provide for our children. The husband does not do this, he goes away
and hangs out with his friends, so we have to” (interview, 29-11-2018).
They explained to me that they would rather work in their village, instead of walking far distances to
the sugarcane plantations. Moreover, this work is physically demanding making it extremely exhausting
to keep their households running. As a result, they have been exploring new avenues to provide for their
families, while having the time to take care of their children and cook meals. The female village
chairperson of Naminya resettlement explained to me that she is trying to get a loan for the women in
the village via programs of the subcounty for women development. Though in practice the application
for these loans take a long time, the loans are meant for organized women’s groups that want to start a
business together. For this program, they have organized themselves as the “Muyenga Women’s group”,
referring to how their resettlement village is locally called. They would like to show tourists around in
their resettlement village and share their experiences of resettlement and community-building, while
selling jewelry and other souvenirs. In this way, they can use their experiences as “Project Affected
People” to provide and take care of their families.
In other situations, my introduction as a researcher in the area was seen as a possible relationship
which could help to improve their lives. This ranged from low-level tactics (such as asking for money
or access to the help of NGOs), to strategically using my research project to make claims at BEL. It
might have been the start of opening a new chapter of engaging with BEL, and staking claims here. In
other occasions, impacted people linked their dispossessions and degradation in livelihood to the
question if I could support them financially or bring in a NGO that could provide aid in their area.
Another example was found in one of the communities on the East bank of the Nile. The newly
chosen chairperson of the village (who was not in charge during the project) explained to me how they
tried to attract NGOs in the area that could provide jobs and education. Currently, one NGO and one
company have been settled here. For the company, that focuses on providing electricity, they provided
the land as a community. The chairperson explained how he made agreements in advance with one of
the NGOs, who focused on providing electricity, in order to make sure that young people from the
community could be provided with jobs. In this way, they could exchange land for jobs and thus
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economic development for the community. However, he also explained that these negotiations did not
turn out as he expected, and now the company is hiring employees from what he refers to as ‘far places’.
These examples show how impacted people are navigating through their lives and social space
and respond to opportunities in which they see possibilities to pursue ‘better lives’. Though this still
remains a struggle to do so, it creates a position in which they can act outside of the realm of the
governmental institutions that they have been heavily disappointed by before. These local, more
disguised interactions, show how impacted people move past their subjectivity of ‘affected people by
the dam’ to pursue actions to obtain better lives.

Conclusion
In this chapter it is discussed how impacted people currently deal with their outstanding claims and
with the continuous effects of the Bujagali project on their lives. The spaces of change that were created
by the Bujagali project have been diminishing over time. This also meant for impacted people that their
contact with their supporting other – NAPE – has decreased. Moreover, the previous experiences with
governmental power made them realize that they have very little influence on governmental actions.
This created a subjectivity in which they on the one hand have a passive attitude towards governmental
actions, as they do not feel that they can influence any of the actions. They feel that they should have
the rights to object governmental actions and decisions, but they experienced that this room is not there.
Rather than spending their energy on useless actions, in which they might be confronted with
redistributive actions, they choose to disengage with these institutions as much as possible, and endure
the situation if they have to.
On the other hand, impacted people try to move past their subjectivity of affected people, which
is now marked for them by marginalization and exclusion, and seek a better live themselves. Instead of
‘waiting’ for the government to act on their promises, they try to apply a more pragmatic approach and
engage with new actors that they cross paths with and explore if they can gain any benefits from such
relations. As such, they seek control over the resources in their living environment. They try to secure
this by developing relationships themselves with outside actors. As they try to be in charge of the terms
of inclusion, they are creating a subjectivity that is based on independence as villagers, without ‘needing
help from governmental institutions’. It shows a consciousness on their vulnerability in relation to these
institutions.Therefore, impacted people moved to a subject position in which they navigate through their
socio-political space and possibly build beneficial relations, rather than actively and strategically
advocating for their rights in the public realm.
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8. Conclusions
Ultimately this thesis aimed to answer its main research question:
How is the political agency of people impacted by the Bujagali project shaped over time in the context
of, and influenced by, the project, and how has this informed (the absence of) claim-making?
This question was tackled by approaching political agency from a perspective that focuses on the
subjectivities of local people in relation to powerful actors that played a significant role in shaping them.
These subjectivities are studied from the individual perspectives of impacted people, to give insight in
how they experienced their political agency, rather than focusing on if they deployed any strategic
actions and how. As is unfortunately often seen, the power of affected people to influence large-scale
development projects might be ascribed to them in project documents’ (e.g. environment- and social
impact assessments, community action and development plans), but only exist in very limited ways in
reality, as their political agency is subjected to changing (power)relationships over time. This was the
starting point for this research.
By taking political agency as an analytical lens, I was able to study the experienced power relations
by impacted people in order to understand how their subject positions are shaped over time. Moreover,
by taking a longitudinal approach in this thesis, it showed how subjectivities and political agency are
not static throughout a large development project, but rather change over time as new relationships are
formed and others might change or disappear over time. Additionally, it was also possible to take into
the account the articulation of the environmentalist counter-discourse and its influence on the learning
of people about their subject position. To analyze these changing subjectivities and how the political
agency was shaped over time, three sub-questions were formulated which all refer to different stages of
the Bujagali project and mark shifts in the subject positions of impacted people. In every stage, different
powerful actors are influencing and shaping their subjectivities and abilities of people to make claims,
while simultaneously people learn about their subject position through claim-making. These stages were
naturally derived from the interviews with impacted people, as they marked these stages themselves
when talking about the Bujagali project. The first stage refers to the introduction of the Bujagali project
in the area of impacted people, in which the national government played a large role in shaping their
subjectivity as impacted people. The second stage refers to the poorly executed compensation processes
and the collaboration of part of the people with a ‘supporting other’, which re-created their subject
positions. The third stage describes how impacted people currently deal with their (still) outstanding
claims of the Bujagali project and how certain actors have left the scene, and what this produces in terms
of subjectivities and actions.
The creation of subject positions
In a behaviorist conceptualization of power actors are always aware of the stakes involved, and capable
of strategically orienting their actions. This is in contrast with what is shown in this thesis, as it cannot
be assumed that people are able to always strategically oversee their stakes and opportunities. As I argue
in this thesis, powerful actors are able to shape and construct the rationalities of people, and therefore
manipulate their thoughts, acts and perceptions of oneself. In the case of the Bujagali project, people
therefore internalized the development discourse that was articulated by the government which
blindfolded them. Simultaneously, this also gave them the hope of having a claim on development and
a ‘better life’, which they still pursue. It is to be questioned to what extent this internalization
automatically delegitimized any counterclaims towards the project, as some also experienced
intimidation through speech. In both of the created subject positions though, people did not recognize
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themselves as having the rights to be claim-making actors. As such, they also deny themselves the
opportunity to collaborate with outside actors who are articulating counter-claims to the dominant
discourse. By the position that was created for impacted people their debate about their matters of
importance was automatically limited to a mere discussion about compensation issues. It knocked the
weapons out of the hands of people, before they could even try to use them.
What is however also argued in this thesis, is that people can learn over time about their subject
positions and the perception of people about their position and ascribed rights can change over time.
Whereas before the national government denied the creation of a claim-making subject for impacted
people, through the dynamics of manipulating people into the internalization of the development
discourse and intimidation through speech, the supporting ‘other’ – NAPE – helped some of the
impacted people to see their possibilities of becoming a claim-making subject.
Through their interactions with ‘supporting others’, their experiences of dispossession and
through the act of claim-making, people learn about their position and simultaneously re-create and
shape their political agency. During the time that their dispossessions became a lived reality, people
started to recognize themselves as claim-making agents as. This came into being as they reflected on
their rights that they granted themselves, which was an important step towards becoming a claim-making
subject. Moreover, the collaboration with NAPE empowered them to make claims, and gave them
access to knowledge and resources which helped them to determine their strategies and enact their
political agency in the realm of the transnational space that was created by the project (e.g. access to the
accountability mechanisms). This gave impacted people the opportunities to approach the project
developers via new channels (being the accountability mechanisms of the investment banks), and added
new actors who were accountable for the losses of their resources (being the project developers and the
investment banks, next to the national government). This created spaces of change for impacted people
in which they could enact their political agency. Simultaneously, during this phase the actors towards
whom their claims were addressed changed. It was not to be staked directly to the national government
anymore, with whom they had a historic relationship that was marked by fear and false promises. The
project developers came in between; actors that operated more locally, with whom they still (partly) had
to determine the rules and conditions of their relationship and were accountable for their dispossessions.
However, what was also seen is that this can change again, as is currently seen among the
impacted people. As a ‘supporting ally’ slowly disappears from the scene and the different actors to hold
accountable are not involved anymore in new contestations over land, can lead people back to the whims
of the local and national government. These actors (again) became the reference point for their claims
over matters of importance, as new contestations over land were produced. Though, as opposed from
the start of the project, impacted people became very aware of their position as impacted people in
relation to the government, which is now marked by consciously disengaging with the government
where possible, and ‘shielding’ themselves from interactions with these institutions. Impacted people
feel that they have no chance to legitimately make claims at the governmental institutions, as they are
marked by corruption, and they have no resources to engage in this ‘corrupt game’. Experiences of
failure and claims that are not adhered to, can create a feeling of disappointment. Therefore impacted
people are thrown back on forms of everyday resistance to express their noncompliance. Moreover,
impacted people now try to secure their control over their land and resources with actors outside of the
governmental realm. They not necessarily do this anymore from the position of ‘impacted people’, but
rather as people who pursue their fight for a better live. They might organize into small groups to do so
as seen in Naminya resettlement among women, or might act individually. As they navigate through
their sociopolitical space, new opportunities might arise which they can act upon. Nonetheless, a major
change with the beginning of the project is that they now continuously perceive themselves as having
the rights to make claims, and be claim-making subject. Their opportunities to do so however, come and
go.
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In conclusion, as is shown in this thesis, the capabilities to act politically for local people are shaped
by certain subjectivities. As these subjectivities are shaped by power relations, it depends on how these
power relations influence their self-perception which can empower them or withhold them from acting
politically. It shows that political agency is not merely a strategic act, and based on one’s abilities to act
strategically or deploy strategic actions. It rather depends on how one perceives themselves and what
rights they grant themselves which changes over time as people engage with new actors, and re-shape
their position through claim-making. Simultaneously, through claim-making subjects re-create these
subject position and support the recognition of their own rights. As is seen in this case, people still feel
that they have the right to a ‘better life’, as was promised to them initially. They still recognize this right
for themselves to date, while the claims to pursue these have changed over time as the political landscape
has changed, and differs between individuals.
Scientific and societal contributions of this thesis
This thesis contributes to how impacted people experience their room to influence large-scale
development projects that are constructed in their living environment and how these experiences are
shaped. Large development projects can have drastic implications for people who are impacted by them,
as is also seen in the Bujagali project. Continuous grievances over their matters of importance are
produced, as these projects often keep creating new contestations over these matters. Moreover, as
impacted people might expected to obtain a ‘better life’ after a project, the grievances might intensify
as they do not play out in reality.
Though there are continuous efforts done in the last decades to ensure the participation of people
and their influence on the course of the project through policies, impact assessments and the creation of
accountability mechanisms, it lacks the ability to include the matter that influences this the most: power
relations. I am aware however that it is a very complex task to understand, identify and account for
power relations that can possibly influence the position of impacted people as claim-making subjects.
Especially, since these power relations develop over time and might intensify or become problematic
over the course of a project. Moreover, it is highly difficult to understand beforehand how people (will)
experience different forms of power. However, ignoring or not fully recognizing the influence that
power relations have on impacted people and their political agency has dramatic impacts, as can be seen
in the Bujagali project and probably many more projects that reported on the negative social impacts of
large-development projects. The importance of people’s experiences of power in large development
projects therefore needs more attention in academic literature, as well as in the international realm of
(hydropower) development. Only by recognizing and developing an understanding of this, we can work
towards constructively creating influence of impacted people in large-development projects. For this,
ethnographic research with a longitudinal perspective is needed to fully understand the perceptions and
experiences of impacted people in large-development projects, and work towards development in which
people actually obtain a better life from it.
From a societal perspective, this thesis might be of interest for different actors. A first, the
findings can be useful for investment banks that support large-scale development projects. As is argued,
one cannot blindly trust banks’ policies that are to secure the involvement of people in such projects and
the created avenues through which people can make claims (accountability mechanisms). People might
not be aware of their stakes, cannot always oversee the transnational arena in which they have to operate,
as they lack access to independent knowledge and resources. The positions in which an impacted person
might find oneself, are created by (historic) power relations that already exist. It is important to take into
account the complex political context in which a project is constructed, on a local as well as on a broader
scale. As such, it has to be identified how the different actors who operate in the transnational space
relate to the impacted people. For example, what was seen in this case is that the village chairpersons
were granted specific project-responsibilities. While it is important to respect local power structures and
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cultural forms of representations of communities, it is also important to take into account the influence
that in this case a village chairperson has on the political agency of people. One cannot not assume that
these relations are only established in the realm of a project, but are embedded in a history of experiences
and events. Moreover, this thesis can give new insights for NGOs, to better understand their own
position, the complex position of impacted people, and the power that NGOs can have. Their role is of
crucial importance, as they give continuous support to local people and can enlarge and support their
becoming as claim-making subjects.
Future research
Stemming from my research, I have several recommendations for future research. Fur and foremost is
extending the ethnographic research done on the political agency of people impacted by large-scale
development projects, to gain supporting, diverging and more in-depth insight in the topic. Moreover,
as my research period was fairly short, longer ethnographic research could provide for more nuances in
the different experiences of the many individuals impacted by a project. This leads me to another
recommendation. My research was mainly based on what was determined in official documentation as
“project affected people”. However, as I argued in chapter four, many more people might be affected
by hydropower development, for example downstream of the dam. During my research I encountered a
man that use to cultivate the lands were now Naminya Resettlement is located. He told me that people
from his village felt excluded from the compensation processes, as they were never offered the chance
to participate in the compensation. Researching their political agency, and possibly exclusion processes,
could add to a further understanding on these topics.
Moreover, in this research the most attention was paid to power relations that occurred between
people and authorities that were present and played a role in the transnational environment of the
Bujagali project. However, everyday politics unfold in many places, such as between man and women,
parents and children and seniors and juniors. For example, a gender perspective on subjectivities and
political agency could help to further diversify and understand the different ways in which subject
positions are created and political agency is shaped. In this thesis a limited attention was paid to such
differences, though more extensive and longer ethnographic research could give insight in such matters.
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